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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Developing Spiritual Resilience in Airmen:   
A New Approach to Suicide Prevention in the Air Force 
William Roe Spencer III 
Doctor of Ministry 
School of Theology, Fuller Theological Seminary 
2016 
 
 The purpose of this doctoral project is to create a new suicide prevention strategy 
for the United States Air Force Chaplain Corps that focuses on developing airmen’s 
character and spiritual resilience life skills within the pluralistic environment of the 
military. 
In an effort to address the high number of suicides in the Air Force, military 
leadership created suicide prevention programs and recruited medical staff who specialize 
in suicidology. Regrettably, numbers have not lowered. From the perspective of an Air 
Force chaplain, a key way to reduce suicide numbers is by helping airmen strengthen 
their character so they can make better choices and develop coping strategies to deal with 
challenging life circumstances. 
 This project presents a renewed emphasis on character that Air Force leaders can 
utilize worldwide. This new approach is inclusive of all faith traditions and even those 
with no religious faith. This fresh approach to suicide prevention takes the form of 
spiritual resilience and character building workshops called “C3: Character Counts 
Classes.”  
 This project contains three major sections. Part One describes relevant 
demographic and contextual information about the Air Force. Part Two covers the 
literature reviewed in the research for this project and also establishes a solid theological 
basis for suicide prevention. Primarily, the theological approach for this paper comes 
from a Wesleyan view, but it also takes into account other faith traditions.  
 Part Three presents the new suicide prevention plan and describes a pilot project 
that will be conducted. This section identifies goals, content, leadership, and an initial 
target audience. In the pilot project, chaplains and a variety of trained leaders facilitate 
the training with thirty to fifty airmen. Once the training and impact are assessed, it is 
hoped that this initiative will be refined and utilized at other Air Force bases worldwide. 
 
Content Reader: Alan T. Baker, PhD 
 
Word Count: 295  
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INTRODUCTION 
  
 In Romans 5:3-5, the Apostle Paul reminds us “that suffering produces 
perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope does not put us to 
shame.”1 There is a tremendous amount of suffering being experienced by Air Force 
personnel today. As of the writing of this doctoral project, the Air Force is currently 
losing two airmen every week to suicide.2 But this challenge for the Air Force is just a 
microcosm of the tragedy we are seeing in the broader American society where “every 17 
minutes, another life is lost to suicide. Every day, 86 Americans take their own lives, and 
thousands attempt suicide.”3 Yet, according to the World Health Organization “suicide is 
the most preventable death.”4 The reason is “most victims really do not want to die; they 
just want the pain to go away.”5 
 The goal of this doctoral project is to propose a fresh and creative way that the Air 
Force Chaplain Corps can contribute to the Air Force’s on-going effort toward truly 
effective suicide prevention. Central to my belief about suicide prevention is the teaching 
of the Apostle Paul found in Romans 5:3-5, as mentioned above. While suffering is 
																																								 																				
1 All Scripture quoted is from the New International Version of the Bible, unless otherwise noted. 
	
2 Lt. Gen. Darryl L. Roberson, “Air Education and Training Commander’s Call” (lecture, Joint 
Base San Antonio-Lackland, Texas, October 21, 2015). 
 
 3 Robert Golden, Fred Peterson, and Donna Holland Barnes, eds., The Truth About Suicide, 1st ed. 
(New York: Facts on File, 2010), 1. 
 
4 Leo Sher and Alexander Vilens, eds., Suicide in the Military (Hauppauge, NY:  Nova Science 
Publishers, 2010), 174. 
 
 5 Golden, Perterson, and Barnes, The Truth About Suicide, 87. 
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unfortunately a part of living in this fallen world, it does not necessarily lead to despair 
and self-destruction. According to Paul, there is a beneficial course of action: suffering 
can produce perseverance. Currently, the Air Force talks a great deal to airmen6 about 
resilience. Resilience is the ability of individuals to bounce back from the challenges of 
life and then persevere through difficult circumstances. It seems that when the Air Force 
uses the term resilience among airmen, it is a synonym for the word perseverance used by 
Paul and referenced in Romans 5.  
 While there is a lot of military discussion on resilience or perseverance, it must 
never be forgotten that the purpose of perseverance is to produce character as an 
outcome. An essential part of gaining greater traction with Air Force’s suicide prevention 
measures must include an expanded emphasis on character and character building. As the 
Apostle Paul reminds us, it is character that produces hope. This hope, that there can be 
freedom from pain and brighter days ahead, is what people who are contemplating taking 
their own life need the most. 
It does not take an expansive review of literature about suicide before concluding 
that there is no one-size-fits-all solution applying to every person with suicidal ideation 
or suicide attempts.  In her book, Suicide: Pastoral Responses, Loren Townsend writes, 
“Over the past fifty years, research has shown that suicidal behavior is never simple. It is 
a complicated, multidimensional behavior with biological, psychological, social, and 
																																								 																				
6 When the term “airmen” is used in the Air Force, it refers to both male and female. 
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spiritual factors.”7 Nothing in this doctoral project is intended to undercut the suicide 
prevention efforts by other Air Force helping agencies, such as the Air Force Medical 
Corps (particularly mental health professionals) or other counseling agencies (e.g. 
Military Family Life Consultants). Their medical expertise and therapy efforts are 
absolutely essential and are having a positive impact in suicide prevention. Still, as this 
research will indicate, the causes of suicide are multidimensional with social and spiritual 
factors as well as biological and psychological. Consequently, the Air Force Chaplain 
Corps is essential in its contribution toward suicide prevention, specifically by helping 
the Air Force promote character-building efforts because it is character that leads to hope. 
In general, hope is desperately lacking in our world today. For example, when 
young people are asked how hopeful they are about the future, research shows that in the 
United States, optimism about the future has reached an all-time low.8 Only 44 percent 
are optimistic about their future compared to 54 percent who were asked the same 
question in 1983.   
As members of the Air Force Chaplain Corps, our primary mission centers around 
hope. Regardless of our various ecclesiastical endorsers and faith backgrounds, we are 
called to be promoters and bearers of hope. As a Christian chaplain, the Gospel of Jesus 
Christ is the ultimate hope for all humanity because it is the good news that God loves us 
so much that he sent his only son to save us by atoning for our sins through his death, 
																																								 																				
 7 Loren L. Townsend, Suicide: Pastoral Responses (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2006), 19. 
 
8 Elizabeth Mendes, “In U.S., Optimism About Future for Youth Reaches All-Time Low,” 
Gallup.com (May 2, 2011), http://www.gallup.com/poll/147350/optimism-future-youth-reaches-time-
low.aspx (accessed October 22, 2015). 
	
	
4 
	
burial, and resurrection. John 10:10 makes clear that Satan’s sole purpose is to “steal, kill, 
and destroy.” This seems to be an accurate description of what happens during suicidal 
ideation and attempted suicide. Contrast this with Jesus’ mission revealed in John 10:10 
“that we might have life and have it abundantly.” While our theological differences vary 
from chaplain to chaplain, hope is a common message that any chaplain or chaplain 
assistant can bring to others. According to Paul, character leads to hope, which is why it 
is critically important that the Chaplain Corps redouble the emphasis on character and 
character building as part of our spiritual resilience efforts. 
 In terms of the structure of this project, Chapter 1 examines the contributing 
factors that evolved over time in the Air Force community creating the current crisis of 
high suicide rates. Special emphasis is given to the fact that even though the Air Force is 
a military environment, many of its challenges, as it relates to suicide prevention and the 
chaplaincy’s involvement in those efforts, are extremely similar to those faced in civilian 
contexts. The Chaplain Corps must adapt and do a better job of working within the 
organizational structure of the Air Force in order to address the specific challenges of 
strengthening the shared values and character of its personnel, as well as the overall 
quality and depth of relationships.  
 Chapter 2 explores a sample of literature demonstrating how suicide has been 
viewed across time and throughout various cultures. Since the military is in large part a 
microcosm of the broader culture, some of the reasons for suicide within the military are 
the same as in the general population. However, there are specific challenges unique to 
the military. An intentional effort was made to review literature addressing these special 
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challenges faced by the US Armed Forces in order to see what role they play in suicide. 
Finally, after a review of John Wesley’s treatment of suicide, Scripture and several other 
sources, a theological framework is developed. The framework illustrates that our love of 
God and God’s love for human life compels us to do everything we can to preserve the 
sanctity of life, including the development of spiritual resilience skills to strengthen our 
character as a critical component of suicide prevention. 
 Chapter 3 develops a theological basis for Air Force chaplains’ involvement in 
suicide prevention. Two major themes are extensively explored as the primary rationale 
for our preventative efforts: a respect for the preciousness of all human life and a 
motivation that comes from love. A close examination of these themes from my own 
Wesleyan tradition as well as other Christian traditions is conducted. Finally, since Air 
Force chaplains come from a diversity of faith groups in terms of ecclesiastical endorsers, 
a review of non-Christian theological traditions has revealed how all chaplains, regardless 
of denominational background, can work together to reduce the number of suicides 
within our ranks. 
 The purpose of Chapter 4 is to establish the theological implications from a 
Christian viewpoint, as well as the perspectives from a variety of faith groups, on the 
importance of suicide prevention. Airmen need to be informed, or simply reminded that 
people are meant to have a purpose in life and to enjoy the passion of being alive through 
healthy relationships. Next, chapter four outlines the goals and content of a new initiative 
suggested in this doctoral project, “C3: Character Counts Classes.” The goal of this 
doctoral project is that through these new workshops the Chaplain Corps can increase its 
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efforts as a major participant in the Air Force’s suicide prevention initiatives with the 
result of lowering suicides. The target audience for these workshops are airmen who just 
graduated from Basic Military Training at Lackland Air Force Base in San Antonio since 
their particular age group currently poses the highest risk for suicide in the Air Force. 
Chaplains, chaplain assistants, chapel contractors and chapel lay leaders, some of whom 
are military retirees, will be the main leaders of this effort. 
 Chapter 5 presents the implementation strategy of conducting resilience 
workshops called “C3: Character Counts Classes,” which can serve as the Chaplain 
Corps’ pilot effort to strengthen suicide prevention effectiveness throughout the Air 
Force. This chapter outlines the nature of the pilot project, the timeline for the project, 
and how leaders for the workshops are identified and trained. Next, this chapter outlines 
the resources and support personnel that will be necessary to carry out this project. 
Finally, this chapter concludes with an explanation of the assessment tool utilized in 
connection with the spiritual resilience workshops and an analysis of the results of the 
project in terms of improving the effectiveness of suicide prevention in the Air Force.  
 The hope with this project is that these “C3: Character Counts Classes,” while led 
by the Chaplain Corps, will ultimately be a parallel effort alongside programs offered by 
mental health, other helping agencies, and Air Force leadership. Again, C3 is not meant 
to be a replacement or a substitute for existing suicide prevention programs, some of 
which have shown great value, but the creation of C3 classes is meant to serve as a 
parallel tool to help the Air Force save its most valuable resource: airmen.
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MINISTRY CONTEXT
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CHAPTER 1 
 AIR FORCE COMMUNITY CONTEXT 
  
 Since late 2001, members of the Air Force and our sister services have been 
engaged in conflicts around the globe, most notably in Iraq and Afghanistan. While it is 
clear that these conflicts have exacted a substantial toll on soldiers, marines, sailors, and 
airmen, the true reality of the toll goes beyond the well-publicized casualty figures. 
Ramchand writes, “The stress of the multiple deployments has expressed itself in a 
variety of ways: increased divorce rates, spouse and child abuse, mental distress, 
substance abuse, but perhaps the most troubling is the increasing rate of suicides.”1 
Consequently, the common thinking about the high number of suicides in the 
military is that they are due to increased deployment rates associated with combat 
operations since 2001. Another common belief is that post-traumatic stress disorder 
(hereafter PTSD) from combat operations is the leading factor contributing to suicide. 
Yet, in 2012, then Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force James Roy reported that more 
																																								 																				
 1 Rajeev Ramchand et al., The War Within:  Preventing Suicide in the U.S. Military (Arlington, 
VA:  RAND Corporation, 2011), xiii. 
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Air Force personnel committed suicide that year than were killed in combat.2  
 Additionally, a study conducted in 2012 reveals that “Iraq and Afghanistan 
veterans are no more likely to commit suicide than other veterans—unless they have been 
diagnosed with a mental health condition.”3 Those mental health conditions included 
substance abuse, depression, and schizophrenia that correlated with the higher risk, but 
not PTSD. The high number of suicides being experienced across all branches of the 
military, not just the Air Force, is due to problems stemming from the broader culture, 
and members bring these challenges with them when they join the military. Suicide 
numbers have gone up across many sectors of our society, not just the military.  
 It occurs regardless of age.4 Teenagers have some of the highest suicide rates, 
largely due to devastating impact of cyber bullying.5 In her book entitled Reducing 
Suicide: A National Imperative, Sara Goldsmith states, “It is the third leading cause of 
death among American youths.”6 Additionally, Goldsmith presents evidence that 
“childhood trauma has emerged as a strong risk factor for suicidal behavior in 
																																								 																				
 2 Victoria N. Alexander, “Suicides in the U.S. Air Force up 40% from last year,” Digital 
Journal.com (May 2, 2012), http://www.digitaljournal.com/article/324089.html (accessed May 14, 2012). 
 
3 Patricia Kime, “Study examines suicide among OEF, OIF vets,” Air Force Times.com (July 27, 
2012), http://www.airforcetimes.com/news/2012/07/military-study-examines-suicide-among-oef-oif-vets-
072712.html. (accessed October 20, 2012). 
 
4 American Foundation for Suicide Prevention. Suicide Statistics. http://afsp.org/about-
suicide/suicide-statistics/ (accessed February 17, 2016). 
	
5 Meghan Neal, “1 in 12 teens have attempted suicide: report.” New York Daily News (June 9, 
2012), http://www.nydailynews.com/life-style/health/1-12-teens-attempted-suicide-report-article-
1.1092622 (accessed February 17, 2016). 
 
	 6 Sara K. Goldsmith, et al., Reducing Suicide: A National Imperative (Washington, DC: National 
Academies Press, 2002), 1. 
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adolescents and adults.”7 A recent online news article paints a grim picture in other parts 
of the world as well. The headline read, “Survey: 15% of Med Students in the U.K. Have 
Considered Suicide.”8 Of course, the elderly are not immune either. Euthanasia or 
assisted suicide or “death with dignity” has been a controversial issue for some time 
now.9 Suicide is also no respecter of socio-economic status. The rich and the poor, the 
well educated and high school dropouts, the anonymous and the famous celebrity, all of 
these categories and everyone in between finds themselves vulnerable to suicidal 
ideation, attempts, and completions.10 Not only are military members and veterans 
committing suicide, it is widely believed that even the first Secretary of Defense, James 
V. Forrestal, took his own life in 1949 by leaping to his death from his hospital room 
window while undergoing treatment for severe depression.11 
 Although the suicide rate in the US military has historically been below the 
civilian rate, it climbed steadily since the beginning of the Iraq and Afghanistan conflicts 
																																								 																				
	 7 Ibid., 3. 
 
 8 Mandy Oaklander, “Survey: 15% of Med Students in the U.K. Have Considered Suicide,” 
Time.com (September 1, 2015), http://time.com/4019229/medical-school-suicide.html (accessed October 
24, 2015). 
 
9 Kate Pickert, “A Brief History of Assisted Suicide,” Time.com (March 3, 2009), 
http://content.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,1882684,00.html (accessed February 17, 2016). 
 
10 Mandi Woodruff, “’Keeping Up With The Joneses’ Could Lead To Suicide,” Business Insider 
(November 12, 2012), http://www.businessinsider.com/link-between-wealth-and-suicide-rates-san-
francisco-federal-reserve-2012-11 (accessed February 17, 2016). 
	
11 Michael Robert Patterson, Arlington National Cemetery Website, http://www.arlingtoncemetery 
.net/jvforres.htm (accessed February 17, 2016). 
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to the point where, by 2008, it exceeded the demographically matched civilian rate.12 
According to the four military services, there were 289 suicides among active duty troops 
in 2013, down from 343 in 2012. The vast majority were in the Army, the nation’s largest 
military service. The Navy saw a 25 percent decline, from 59 in 2012 to 44 in 2013. The 
Marines went from 48 to 45, while the Air Force went from 51 to 49.13 
 In terms of veterans who left the military after serving in Iraq and/or Afghanistan, 
those with a dishonorable discharge were about twice as likely to commit suicide as 
veterans who had an honorable separation. Furthermore, the researchers trying to 
determine if there is link between deployment and suicide risk state that so far “the lack 
of an association isn’t surprising . . . at a very high level, these findings highlight the need 
for us to pay closer attention to what happens when people leave the military.”14 Twenty-
two U.S. veterans commit suicide every day, according to the U.S. Department of 
Veterans Affairs.15 This astonishing loss of life underlines the need for our politicians and 
bureaucrats to ensure there is additional research funding and grants about suicide 
																																								 																				
 12 National Institute of Military Health, “Suicide in the Military: Army-NIH Funded Study Points 
to Risk and Protective Factors,” (March 3, 2014), http://www.nimh.nih.gov/news/ science-
news/2014/suicide-in-the-military-army-nih-funded-study-points-to-risk-and-protective-factors.shtml 
(accessed September 28, 2015). 
 
 13 Lolita C. Baldor, “Military Suicides Dropped 15 Percent Last Year; Army National Guard 
Deaths Rose,” Huffington Post.com (April 25, 2014), http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/04/25/military-
suicides_n_5211221.html (accessed October 15, 2015). 
 
 14 Lisa Rapaport, “Military Suicides Aren’t Linked to Deployment, Study Finds,” Huffington 
Post.com (June 1, 2015), http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/04/01/military-suicides-study_n_ 
6985274.html (accessed September 28, 2015). 
 
 15 Adam Sechrist, “Air Force veteran’s suicide sheds light on female soldiers and PTSD,” Yahoo 
News (March 5, 2015), http://news.yahoo.com/air-force-veteran-s-suicide-sheds-light-on-female-soldiers-
and-ptsd-144907870.html (accessed March 6, 2015). 
 
	
	
12 
prevention for veterans. The evidence also points to the need for increasing both the 
programs and number of counselors/chaplains/mental health professionals in the Veterans 
Administration. 
 In comparison to Air Force suicide statistics, a recent study by the Army revealed 
that “the rise in suicide deaths from 2004 to 2009 occurred not only in currently and 
previously deployed soldiers, but also among soldiers never deployed.”16 Also, nearly 
half of soldiers who reported suicide attempts indicated their first attempt was prior to 
enlistment. 17 Many of the trainees who are having suicidal ideations at BMT never told 
their recruiters about previous suicide attempts. Many times they also end up disclosing 
at BMT that they had pre-existing mental health conditions, which they never shared with 
their recruiters. Some of their conditions required medicine, which they stopped taking in 
order to be processed into the Air Force. 
 In the Army, soldiers recently report higher rates of certain mental disorders than 
civilians, including attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), intermittent 
explosive disorder (recurrent episodes of extreme anger or violence), and substance abuse 
issues. The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) Director Thomas R. Insel, M.D. 
stated, “Studies which provide knowledge on suicide risk and potentially protective 
factors in a military population can also help us better understand how to prevent suicide 
																																								 																				
 16 National Institute of Mental Health, “Suicide in the Military.” 
 
	 17 During this author’s chaplain tour at the Air Force Basic Military Training (hereafter BMT), or 
“Boot Camp” as it is known in the civilian world, my chaplain colleagues and I are finding the same 
situation to be the case.  
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in the public at large.”18 The bottom line is that many individuals who join the military 
are coming in with certain traumatic experiences, a history of mental health challenges, 
and/or a lack of effective coping skills. Any of these issues can make these particular 
individuals vulnerable to suicidal thoughts when they experience significant stress in the 
service, regardless of whether the stress is on a deployment or at home station. 
 Interestingly, suicide rates have been found to be just as high among personnel 
who have never deployed. Also, since the Air Force and military in general is 
disproportionately male, research shows that males are more likely to die by suicide than 
females.19 However, at least one study found that “suicide risk for women increased 
during deployments more than it did for men.”20  
 I experienced the sad truth of this statistic first hand when a 31-year old Air Force 
Captain, whom I knew while stationed at MacDill Air Force Base, ended her life with a 
gun. Captain Jamie Brunette had served two tours of duty in Afghanistan and then 
decided to separate from the Air Force. Her friends believe something happened during 
her deployment that changed her for the worse. Some close to her said it was not just the 
combat she experienced while deployed, but that she had also been the victim of a sexual 
assault. She had been seeking help at the VA for PTSD. I first met then First Lieutenant 
Brunette when she signed up to go on a chapel-sponsored mission’s trip to Jamaica in 
2012 to build a house for a needy family. Jamie ended up being unable to go on the trip 
																																								 																				
 18 National Institute of Mental Health, “Suicide in the Military.” 
 
 19 Ramchand et al., The War Within, xvi. 
 
 20 National Institute of Mental Health, “Suicide in the Military.” 
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because she was unexpectedly tasked for her first deployment. I often wondered if things 
would have turned out differently for Jamie had she gone to Jamaica with us instead of 
Afghanistan. Maybe the trip would have allowed her to work through some of her pain by 
giving her time and energy to a meaningful project. 
 One reason I wonder if things might have been different for Jamie had she been 
able to join the Jamaica mission trip is because of the faith dimension of the trip. Though 
there is little research about how religion and suicide interact, “there is modest evidence 
that religious life provides some protection against suicide.”21 A recent study by the 
Journal of the American Medical Association Psychiatry, when “compared with women 
who never participated in religious services, women who attended any religious service 
once a week or more were five times less likely to commit suicide.”22 It is not that 
spiritual people are incapable of suicidal ideation or acting upon these thoughts. Indeed, 
people of faith have committed suicide.23 But, in general, the suicide numbers are 
significantly lower among people who are committed practitioners of their faith or 
spirituality. A crucial reason for this tendency is because “religion and spirituality are 
																																								 																				
21 Townsend, Suicide: Pastoral Responses, 87. 
 
22 Tyler J. VanderWeele et al. “Association Between Religious Service Attendance and Lower 
Suicide Rates Among US Women,” Journal American Medical Association Psychiatry (August 2016), 
http://archpsyc.jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?articleid=2529152 (accessed September 16, 2016). 
	 23 Just to name a few, Jonah, Samson, King Saul were all biblical characters who wanted to end 
their lives. 
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important factors for people managing the biological and social consequences of stress 
and mental illness.”24  
 Another major reason for this fact is that spirituality or faith produces a key 
ingredient in individuals that acts as an antidote to suicidal thoughts. An active faith gives 
both a framework and meaning to life. Meaning provides a purpose to life and having a 
purpose in life produces hope in individuals. The disciplines and habits of faith or 
spirituality can also yield effective coping skills that take the onus off of the individual to 
solve or handle seemingly irresolvable issues and correctly places the issues in the hands 
of God or the universe. The practice of faith brings a broader perspective that our lives 
and our circumstances are integrated into a grand design. We may be a small part of the 
overall plan, but what we are guided to do by the Spirit of God is always significant and 
full of meaning. 
  The Air Force Chaplain Corps, by challenging and nurturing airmen to be 
spiritually fit and people of character, will produce in them endurance and hope which 
will help lead to more resilient airmen. Consequently, among those who take the 
leadership provided by the Chaplain Corps seriously, it will serve as another valid and 
valued way to reduce the number of suicides in the Air Force. While we cannot mandate 
people to exercise their spirituality, we can certainly encourage it at every opportunity. 
We can challenge and hold airmen accountable for being people of integrity, service, and 
																																								 																				
24 Townsend, Suicide: Pastoral Responses, 89. 
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excellence, which means we expect them to be people of character—consistently finding 
ways to shape and strengthen their character. 
 As I stated in my introduction, the Chaplain Corps is not the sole resource in the 
Air Force that is making valiant efforts to prevent and reduce suicides. For example, 
mental health currently leads the Air Force’s suicide prevention effort. The reason for this 
is because poor mental health, such as severe depression, can drive people to take their 
own lives, as they falsely believe that death is a better option than the suffering they are 
currently experiencing. Research shows that “up to 90 percent of people who die by 
suicide are suffering from some form of mental-health related issue—depression, 
substance abuse, or other diagnosable disorders … sometimes it is not known until after 
death.”25 To be sure, the efficacy of mental health care and the power of medicine to help 
people battle conditions such as depression/anxiety are without question. Yet, I have also 
seen first-hand the adverse impacts of anti-anxiety or anti-depressant medications. Some 
individuals had severe negative reactions to the dosage or the type of medicine prescribed 
and it sent them into a suicidal spiral that resembled a person who was demon 
possessed.26 However, when they were prescribed a different medicine, they leveled out 
to a sustainable and even-keeled existence. Unfortunately, some individuals may have 
even previously been under the care of mental health professionals, such as my friend 
Captain Brunette, when they committed suicide. But it is also “important to note that 
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most people with a mental-health diagnosis do not die by suicide, and a mental-health 
condition does not singularly cause suicide.”27 
 Again, this doctoral project does not disparage or challenge the essential work of 
mental health professionals. Their work is needed and noble. However, it is unreasonable 
that they can predict exactly the right dosage of medicine or treatment for every 
individual that will produce the intended positive results. That is why it is called the 
“practice of medicine.” Trials and experience teach medical professionals what actually 
works and what does not. Every person is unique and what works for some will not 
always work for others. Sara Goldsmith argues, “Depressive symptoms can be reduced 
by medicines without reduction in suicidality. And psychotherapy can reduce suicide 
without significant changes in affective symptoms … the relationship between suicide 
and mental illness is a conundrum.”28 
 While the Chaplain Corps is one of many agencies, it should be fulfilling a much 
more prominent role in suicide prevention. What the Chaplain Corps can provide in terms 
of suicide prevention should never be seen as a replacement for mental health or other 
helping agencies. Instead, what the Chaplain Corps can provide must be viewed as 
integrative. The Air Force’s approach to suicide must take on a more multidimensional 
approach than its current form that is over-reliant on mental health. Some airmen respond 
better to the services provided by one particular agency than from others. Again, this 
should not be seen as competition between agencies. Together, as part of one team, our 
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goal is to help airmen and their families find the most effective ways to be resilient so 
that they can cope with life’s challenges, bounce back, and live until God decides their 
time here on earth is done. 
 In terms of its current suicide prevention efforts, the Air Force Suicide Prevention 
Program (hereafter AFSPP) was implemented in 1997. Based on the premise that 
individuals at risk for suicide exhibit early warning signs, AFSPP emphasizes leadership 
and community involvement in reducing suicide by encouraging Air Force leaders to 
actively support and get involved with suicide prevention efforts. It trains commanders in 
how and when to seek out mental health services for their troops, provides training to all 
military and civilian personnel in suicide prevention, and incorporates other community-
based components.29 
 In terms of its structure, the AFSPP is comprised of eleven tenets outlined in an 
Air Force pamphlet (AFPAM 44-160). A recent significant change to AFSPP redirected 
its primary annual suicide prevention training from an individualized, computer-based 
course online to face-to-face training led by certified group discussion facilitators. 
Additionally, the Air Force now has “programs that attempt to monitor service members 
after deployment to mitigate potentially negative consequences of deployment.”30 
Furthermore, the Air Force has programs that promote mental health screening in primary 
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care, and it also has trained behavioral health-care professionals in suicide risk 
assessment and management.31 
 The Air Force recently adopted the Army’s acronym to help airmen remember 
what they need to do as good wingmen, or what the Army calls a “battle buddy,” to help 
one another when someone is exhibiting signs of suicidal ideation. The acronym is 
A.C.E., which stands for ask, care, and escort. First, concerned individuals should ask if 
they are thinking about harming themselves. Second, they should care by conducting 
active listening. Third and finally, they should escort them to someone senior to them or 
to a helping agency (mental health, chaplain, etc.). Also, chaplains and chaplain assistants 
are expected to attend ASIST (applied suicide intervention skills training), a two-day 
workshop that teaches participants how to carry out life-saving interventions for people at 
risk for suicide. This valuable training, in itself, justifies why the Chaplain Corps should 
be an undisputed resource for new initiatives in the prevention of suicide.  
Air Force leadership also conducts what are called “Wingman Days,” held at least 
annually, where normal operations are slowed down as much as possible in order to get 
face-to-face with one another to discuss things concerning overall wellness. Presentations 
and discussion groups usually focus on resiliency, sexual assault prevention, and suicide 
prevention. A recent example from my current assignment at Joint Base San Antonio 
included a 5K running event focused on the theme of suicide awareness and prevention.32 
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Further, every year the Air Force dedicates the month of September to suicide prevention. 
One of my Air Force Chaplain Corps colleagues, Captain Jennifer Ray from the 50th 
Space Wing, was recently interviewed by Air Force Public Affairs about suicide. She 
stated, “I find that people often [say] when they are contemplating suicide [that] it isn’t 
that they want to die, but they want to escape from whatever their reality is at the time. 
It’s the subtle things, the signs of depression that can lead to wanting to escape from 
reality.”33 
 The Air Force’s overarching goal with suicide prevention is to remind airmen of 
the resources that are available and stand ready to help bolster resilience. Examples 
include the following: Military and Family Readiness Center (MFRC), Mental Health 
professionals, Chaplain’s offices, school liaison officers, Military One Source, Train a 
Dog Save a Warrior, American Foundation for Suicide Prevention and many more. 
Similarly, awareness training is the main focus of the military in general. The three 
primary areas of focus are: 1) awareness of the resources available to provide help to 
individuals, wingmen, supervisors, and leadership, 2) awareness of the red flags or 
warning signs and symptoms of people who may be contemplating suicide, and 3) how 
best to intervene and provide help when you suspect someone is suicidal, so that they get 
the help they need and do not follow through on suicide. The Air Force also enhanced its 
required annual suicide prevention awareness training by utilizing safeTALK, which is a 
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half-day workshop that prepares people, regardless of prior experience or training, to 
become alert to warning signs for those who might be contemplating suicide.  
 The fundamental concept that the Air Force is using to emphasize the importance 
of human wellness is called Comprehensive Airmen Fitness (CAF). The CAF paradigm 
is the primary way the Air Force talks about building resilience in its personnel. The 
focus of CAF is to help airmen continually strive for a balanced and healthy lifestyle 
across four domains: physical, mental, social, and spiritual. C3 classes would emphasize 
the spiritual domain primarily in strengthening our resilience and character, but they 
would also touch the other three domains as well since they are all interconnected. 
 Despite all these suicide prevention efforts, “Statistics show that the number of 
suicides per year for Air Force active-duty and selected reserve component members has 
been up and down since 2003, but an upward trend began in 2010, when 60 suicides were 
recorded.”34 Furthermore, “the highest number in the 12 year period was 65 last year 
(2014), and 35 were recorded through July 26 this year.”35 Still, according to analysis 
conducted by the RAND Corp in 2011, “The AFSPP was associated with a 33 percent 
risk reduction in suicide.”36 But Air Force leaders are not satisfied, nor should they be. 
The Air Force must find new ways to continue to reduce suicides. 
 The Pentagon also released detailed demographic data on suicides from 2012, 
which showed that more often they involve young, white men using a non-military issued 
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gun. Many frequently had reported family or relationship stress.37 Generally speaking, 
“the top two predictors of suicide among military members are relationship issues and 
legal problems.” 38 Additionally, one of the most significant challenges to real progress 
with suicide prevention is removing the stigma from seeking help.39 Rear Adm. Sean 
Buck, the Navy’s officer in charge of suicide prevention and resilience programs, said, “I 
think we’ve changed the cultural mindset—that it’s OK for a sailor or a soldier or an 
airman or marine to come forward and ask for help. We’re trying to reduce the stigma 
that used to exist.”40  
 Unfortunately, military leadership has not done enough to remove the stigma. 
Most commanders publicly say something like, “If you are struggling with something, 
please get help wherever you feel comfortable, but get help—and the sooner the better.” 
Most of these commanders genuinely mean it. Still, most airmen are afraid that self 
disclosure by seeking help will somehow hurt their careers. They believe it will make 
them less likely to be promoted or negatively impact their security clearance. It would 
help significantly if Air Force leaders not only encouraged airmen to seek help, but 
publically gave real and very practical examples of ways people got help, how it helped 
them, and how it did not hurt their careers.   
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 In terms of the Air Force culture, there is Air Force Instruction 1-1, a publication 
that promotes the fact that the Air Force’s standards are expected to be higher than those 
in civilian life. “The Air Force environment, whether at home station or forward 
deployed, encompasses the actions, values, and standards we live by each and every day, 
whether on or off-duty.”41 A tremendous challenge to maintain the high standard of 
military service is double-mindedness; that is, some military members believe it is okay 
to behave one way while in uniform and another way when not in uniform. Double-
mindedness chips away at our ability to maintain the Air Force’s high standard. Such 
thinking and behavior is double-mindedness; and as James 1:8 warns us, double-
mindedness makes us unstable in everything we do. Adherence to military standards is 
paramount because it is intended to strengthen our character. 
In an effort to promote high standards and strengthen our character, the Air Force 
officially adopted the following core values in 1997: integrity first, service before self, 
and excellence in all that we do. This is not to say that these values were not important 
prior to 1997. However, with the ever-changing American culture and new airmen 
coming into the Air Force from homes and places with different values, it was important 
that the Air Force codified a specific set of core values that all airmen live by in order to 
sustain a positive organizational culture. These values are more than mere slogans or 
signs hung on walls. They lie at our core as individual airmen and as a community. They 
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are the values that we personally hold and the values to which we hold one another 
accountable.  
For years, the Air Force has had what it calls the “Little Blue Book.” 42 It is a 
booklet on professionalism given to every brand-new airman when they graduate from 
BMT. In July 2015, the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, General Mark Welsh, had this 
booklet updated and he came to Joint Base San Antonio-Lackland, Texas, where I am 
currently stationed, in order for him to hand out the newest version. I was impressed that 
he did not merely hand out the booklet alone, but was accompanied by the Secretary of 
the Air Force and the Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force. This scene brought great 
joy to my heart because it reinforced to everyone that Air Force key leadership takes 
higher standards very seriously.  
The American people and a great many nations around the world continue to 
place a tremendous amount of trust and confidence that we take seriously the profession 
of arms. It is truly a sacred trust. The challenge is to get everyone at all levels of 
leadership and all the way down to the most junior airmen to take it as equally seriously. 
Today, the Air Force is an all-volunteer force. Therefore, since people freely choose to 
join and stay, we must also choose to live by this common set of core values that 
continues to inform who were are and how we conduct ourselves.  
One of the things that the “Little Blue Book” does is that it challenges each 
airman to contemplate at a deeper level what the core values mean to them personally. 
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Throughout my sixteen years of service in the Air Force, one of the things the Chaplain 
Corps could do to strengthen the character of our Air Force culture is for all levels of 
leadership to continually be connecting everything we do to the core values. It is not 
enough to simply recite them or see them painted in big letters on the side of a building 
on base. We must be continually finding new and fresh ways to articulate integrity, 
service, and excellence with specific examples to highlight to airmen.  
This is a chief goal of what I hope the C3 classes will accomplish, not only to 
know what the core values are, but how to live them out in practical ways. The first Air 
Force core value is “Integrity First.” This means people need to have the willingness to 
do what is right even when no one is looking. However, that is just the starting point. 
When I talk to units about integrity, I usually ask a rhetorical question: “Would anybody 
like to go across the ocean on a ship that does not have integrity?” For a ship to have 
integrity it means that there is no part of the ship that is not sea worthy. Every inch is 
committed to the wellbeing of the whole. If one section of the ship lacks integrity, it can 
doom the whole ship. Similarly for us, I challenge, it is not possible to compartmentalize 
our integrity and it cannot be surged at the last minute. It is something that requires 
continual effort to maintain. It is the “moral compass”—the inner voice, the voice of self–
control, and the basis for the trust that is so essential in today’s military. According to the 
new “Little Blue Book,” it incorporates things like honesty, courage, and accountability. 
The next core value, Service Before Self, tells us that professional duties take 
precedence over personal desires. We have a mission to do for our country and that 
mission takes priority over other things we could be doing. Such self-sacrificial service 
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incorporates concepts like duty, loyalty, and respect. The way the Air Force challenges us 
to accomplish service before self is by being good wingmen to one another. Just as pilots 
fly together as wingmen and they never leave each other behind, Air Force leadership 
made great efforts to develop the same culture and mindset throughout the whole Air 
Force. To truly make sure the needs of others are met, we must put the needs of other 
airmen as a higher priority than our own needs. As one can imagine, the Air Force 
leadership places a tremendous emphasis on maintaining a wingman mindset in order for 
suicide prevention to be successful. We must always look out for one another. 
 The final Air Force core value, Excellence In All We Do, directs us to develop a 
sustained passion for the continuous improvement and innovation that will propel the Air 
Force into a long-term, upward vector of accomplishment and performance. This means 
that in order for the mission to succeed, airmen must always give their best. The key 
aspects that the Air Force emphasizes in regards to excellence are the discipline and 
teamwork that it takes to accomplish the mission for the nation with excellence. 
Our core values define our standards of conduct. Our standards of conduct define 
how airmen should behave when interacting with others and when confronting challenges 
in the environment in which we live and work.43 Our actions must always be consistent 
with the solemn oath of service that we took when we joined the Air Force as well as our 
core values. Furthermore, since the Air Force is also challenging its airmen to be resilient 
to be able to handle the stressors of life, it is living as people of character in accordance 
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with our core values that enables airmen to be resilient: physically, mentally, 
emotionally, and spiritually both at home stations and in deployed locations.  
Another key aspect of Air Force life that has become more and more ingrained in 
our culture is the Airman’s Creed.44 In most ceremonies not only do we have the national 
anthem, invocation, and the Air Force song, but we also recite the Airman’s Creed. In the 
creed, we declare that we are warriors and have answered our nation’s call. We also 
proclaim our faithfulness to a proud heritage. There is a line in the creed that states:  “I 
defend my country with my life.”45 If we really mean that, how can airmen defend the 
country with their life if they throw it away in suicide? Furthermore, the Airman’s Creed 
concludes with statement: “I will never leave an airman behind, I will never falter, and I 
will not fail.”46 What a powerful sentiment this could be if it not only applied to the Air 
Force’s mission in general, but to each airman’s responsibility in suicide prevention as 
well. 
 Even though Air Force leaders talk a lot about the importance of a healthy culture 
based on good core values and character, the real proof as to how important they are can 
be determined by what receives funding. I realize that members of Congress, the 
President, and the Secretary of Defense have the final say over the Air Force budget. 
Historically, and still to this day, Air Force senior leaders are always focused on 
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improving technology as the future of successful warfare.47 We must be careful not to 
think that better technology can fix everything. It can help and does provide the US 
incredible capabilities, but it is not everything. Technology alone cannot fix the problem 
of suicide.  
 With sequestration, the vast majority of the Air Force senior leaders are focusing 
on how to reduce our budget without compromising modernization and overall 
readiness.48 While I certainly agree with those issues being front and center, I would like 
to also see equal emphasis on money spent to truly help airmen and families where they 
are hurting. In 2009, the Air Force declared it “The Year of the Air Force Family” and 
provided extra funds for family-oriented events and programs. Similarly, it would be 
encouraging to see the Air Force dedicate a whole year to a theme that emphasizes 
character building, such as “Making Our Character Count.” 
Additionally, the Air Force needs to provide fully-funded advanced educational 
opportunities for chaplains (e.g. Air Force Institute of Technology master’s degrees and 
PhD programs), so that research can be accomplished to help come up with new suicide 
prevention strategies based on a faith and spiritual component similar to what is proposed 
in this paper. In her annual “State of the Air Force” addresses, Air Force Secretary 
Deborah James repeatedly states that “taking care of people” is a top priority for Air 
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Force senior leaders.49 Yet, the Air Force has cut funding to support educational and 
research opportunities for chaplains to get additional education on crucial and timely 
issues. These educational programs for chaplains are a minimal cost in comparison to the 
amount of money the Air Force spends on operational programs. My concern is the Air 
Force senior leaders are not looking to chaplains enough or funding chaplain-specialized 
educational opportunities so that we can have the expertise to help solve daunting 
problems like the high number of suicides. For their part, the senior leaders of the 
Chaplain Corps must remain persistent in making the case for the reinstatement of these 
crucial educational programs for Chaplain Corps personnel to be able to research and 
design new initiatives to help.  
 During a September 2015 conference in Washington, DC on the future of Air 
Force suicide prevention efforts, “Several overarching themes emerged: communicating 
with airmen, building a culture of belonging, incorporating dedicated resiliency or 
medical team members in units, and building and maintaining trust.”50 While there was 
no mention of Chaplain Corps involvement at the conference, I was able to receive 
confirmation that chaplains were invited and not only attended, but also provided a 
briefing. After reviewing the chaplain briefing that was giving, I found it extremely 
lacking in terms of any new, fresh ideas from the Chaplain Corps to help the Air Force 
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bring down the suicide numbers. The briefing really just highlighted the bedrock 
principles of the Chaplain Corps by reiterating how chaplains and chaplain assistants 
provide spiritual care and advise leadership. Also, I was surprised to see that the slide that 
sought to address the spiritual perspective on suicide was hidden and would not have 
been shown in presentation mode. The strongest slide of the chaplain’s presentation was 
highlighting several key protective factors against suicide: a sense of faith, a sense of 
hope, a purpose beyond one’s self, and having an eternal perspective. These are the types 
of themes that Chaplain Corps leaders must be helping airmen and leadership to explore 
at ever deeper levels if we are to bring a renewed vigor to the Air Force’s suicide 
prevention efforts. 
 While the primary role of the Chaplain Corps within the Air Force organizational 
structure is to provide for the Constitutional right to the free exercise of religion by 
conducting worship services, rites, and sacraments, it is the only organization in the Air 
Force that can provide 100 percent confidential counseling (called “privileged 
communication”) with absolutely no duty to warn or report. Air Force members utilize 
chaplains for a tremendous amount of pastoral counseling sessions, precisely because the 
Chaplain Corps can uniquely provide 100 percent confidentiality.  
As chaplains, we also have a core responsibility to advise leadership. But, our 
advice to Air Force leaders as chaplains must be holistic and not just limited to spiritual 
matters because the physical, social, and mental domains are impacted by and 
interconnect with the spiritual domain. Therefore, matters of suicide prevention must be 
an integral part of our focus as chaplains. Air Force Chaplain Corps leaders need to 
	
	
31 
challenge the chaplain and chaplain assistants to help create new and innovative ways to 
help reduce the number of suicides. 
 Unfortunately, with the seemingly increasing power of political correctness in our 
Western, American culture we have seen a corresponding decrease in tolerance for 
people with strong spiritual beliefs in the public sphere and almost a distain or distrust of 
people devoutly following the tenets of their faith. In the eyes of some erudite and 
sophisticated, modern intellectual elites, matters of faith and religion are thought of as 
being for the weak minded. The Air Force is not immune from the influence of this line 
of thinking. There are those in the mass media who have exerted an anti-religious or anti-
faith sentiment in the Air Force, more so than in some of the other branches of service. 
An individual named Mikey Weinstein, a 1997 graduate from the Air Force Academy, 
who helped create the Military Religion Freedom Foundation, is a prime example. He 
uses every opportunity and every contact he has in the mass media outlets in a relentless 
effort to remove from the military any connection to the practice of faith or religion. 
People with a mindset against religion, like Mr. Weinstein, have even had the ear of Air 
Force Chiefs of Staff with meetings at the Pentagon and it has had a chilling effect across 
the Air Force.  
For example, he was influential in getting the previous Chief of Staff to issue a 
policy memo across the Air Force that was entitled: “Maintaining government neutrality 
regarding religion.” The stated purpose of the memo was to prohibit commanders from 
using their position to apply undue influence on subordinates with regard to religion. The 
impact, however, was to make most commanders afraid to even address the spiritual 
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components of human wellness. They just leave it entirely to the Chaplain Corps for fear 
that they will be accused of favoring one particular religion over another. 
 Similarly, as chaplains, we walk a very fine line between maintaining the tenets of 
our endorsing ecclesiastical body and not offending people of a different faith or no faith. 
When we are in denominational settings like a Protestant worship service, we are able to 
fully espouse our particular religious beliefs because it is a religious setting and 
attendance is completely voluntary. However, when we share inspirational thoughts at 
mandatory formations like a Commander’s Call or unit staff meetings, we have to be very 
intentional about balancing uplifting and encouraging information in a way that is still in 
keeping with who we are but is also meaningful to an audience for whom we may not 
know their different religious beliefs or lack thereof.  
 Just as it has been widely discussed and written about that today’s participation in 
organized religion is down in general in Western, American culture.51 We are seeing the 
same trend reflected in the religious demographics of the Air Force. According to official 
military records, “No Religious Preference is the largest single demographic of all airmen 
topping off at nearly 23 percent.”52 In many cases, these personnel may actually be 
Christian, Catholic, Hindu, or spiritual, but they put “no religious preference” because 
they are not religious, atheist, or something else. Also, I have heard from others who 
listed “no religious preference” because they really meant “Christian, non-
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denominational” or they did not want the government to know their religious preference. 
Still, there are many who do not practice or believe any faith and who are legitimately 
people with “no religious preference.” 
   The Military Association of Atheists and Freethinkers claim that there is 
currently a mismatch between the types of chaplains in the service today and the religious 
demographics of current military personnel. They further advocate for the addition of 
atheist chaplains in the military. The problem is how can the Chaplain Corps be required 
to endorse a person who has no faith and participates in an organization that denigrates 
other faith groups as a chaplain? As military chaplains, we are trained to support 
personnel of all faiths, regardless of their own religious affiliation, and I believe we do 
this very well. 
Even though the number of “no religious preference” is the highest religious 
demographic in the military, many people still have their religious beliefs, but they just 
are not practicing them in traditional ways.53 One very important challenge this brings 
about is the isolated and individualized faith that no longer has the benefits of 
community. The importance of community connections is they typically provide healthy 
social connection that also includes behavioral safeguards. Also, a privatized or 
individualized faith is more prone to errors in theology and rational thinking than when 
connected to a community of faith. This is where the importance of a community of faith 
or like-minded individuals worship, studying, serving, and hanging out together is such a 
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force multiplier for suicide prevention. Those individuals of faith who practice their 
personal beliefs in isolation from a community make themselves potentially vulnerable 
not only to suicide but a whole variety of problems. 
Still, significant trends in our Western culture show us moving away from 
religious faith as we become seemingly more educated and sophisticated in our own eyes. 
A common myth that is unfortunately very prevalent in the postmodern world is that 
religion or the practice of faith is for the weak-minded or foolish. In this post-modern 
way of thinking, faith and reason are usually seen as antithetical to one another.   
In this vein, I have long surmised how this cultural trend could be having an 
impact on the high numbers of suicide ideation and attempts we are seeing today. For 
example, if individuals today believe their birth and life was just an accident, what 
meaning can they attach to their life? Perhaps their parents just “hooked-up” for a one 
night stand and they were conceived as a result. Maybe their parents seriously considered 
an abortion. They might just as easily have died in utero. Still, while they were allowed to 
be born, perhaps they got the sense during their growing up that they really were not 
wanted. Maybe they were abused or neglected during their formative years. Maybe they 
have no faith in a God or a higher power that they really possess as their own firmly held 
belief. Consequently, maybe they have no theological understanding that promotes the 
value of all life and the promise of an after-life for all eternity. Given all these potential 
scenarios, which I have personally encountered in my counseling of airmen, it is easy to 
imagine how individuals experiencing the pain of a very challenging set of life 
circumstances (e.g. significant relationship break-up, legal, or financial problem) with no 
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hope in sight could easily determine that there is no point to enduring their present 
suffering. If they ended their life, perhaps there might be something better afterward, or 
maybe they will come back with “a better gig” in another life, as one airman put it, or 
maybe there is nothing except this absence of the present, seemingly unending pain. 
Quite frequently, this is the context, or some variation of the above, that chaplains 
encounter with airmen who are struggling with the thought of ending their lives.  
Additionally, our culture’s desire for quick-fix solutions to problems also 
exacerbates the threat of suicide. While I appreciate the advances in medicine we enjoy in 
contemporary society, an unfortunate side effect is the assumption that there is a pill for 
everything that ails us. While suffering is never desirable for suffering’s sake, it is a 
minority of people today who believe suffering can have a positive end. Instead, I find 
that most people today believe suffering has no meaning or purpose. A theology of 
suffering is woefully lacking in today’s culture, but is desperately needed. 
From my perspective with all the counseling I have done as a chaplain, I usually 
find that people are not very receptive when I explain to them the long-term steps for 
recovering from whatever challenge or situation in which they find themselves. I remind 
them that they did not usually get into these challenges overnight and they not going to 
get out of the situation overnight either. It will take time and dedicated effort, but most 
circumstances can usually be altered or at least perspectives can change. 
 A final challenge to my ministerial context is how to promote stronger relational 
connectedness and how to foster a better sense of community within the Air Force. The 
hallmark of the Air Force for good and bad has been reliance on innovation and advances 
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in technology. While there are certainly many positives about advances in technology, a 
huge negative side of overreliance on technology is the reduction in the quality of inter-
personal relationships and community connectedness. A recent project for the Air Force 
conducted by the RAND Corporation concluded that, “Airmen report greater social 
support from people they know in person than from people they know only online.”54 No 
matter how connected we think we are technologically, whether via social media, emails, 
texts, or some other digital format, it can never take the place of, or be as meaningful as, 
a relationship conducted in person. 
 During my eleven-month master’s program at the Air Force’s Air Command and 
Staff College last year, a central theme was that effective leadership in the Air Force 
cannot be conducted through email. Digital leadership via email and other electronic 
media has its place, but true leadership requires regular face-to-face contact to really get 
to know people, to hear their stories, to see what is really going on, and to know how to 
motivate them. We are personal beings and there is simply no substitute for the personal 
connection. I have heard Air Force senior leaders refer to it as analog leadership versus 
digital leadership. What they mean is that to be an effective leader, and particularly when 
it comes to preventing suicide, it will require intrusive, albeit positive, leadership at all 
levels. Again, this reality is the main reason why Air Force leaders changed the 
computer-based suicide prevention annual training to a face-to-face format. At this point, 
just too “little research exists to address Air Force concerns about the implications of 
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social media, texting, video games, the Internet, and other information and 
communication technologies (ICTs) for the overall well-being of Airmen.”55 
 Given the Air Force context as I just described it, my goal is to develop another 
way the Chaplain Corps can lead a program design to help reduce the number of suicides. 
With an understanding of the broader Western culture from which airmen come and the 
unique culture the Air Force endeavors to inculcate, I believe an invigorated emphasis on 
character and character building can provide an opportunity to strengthen airmen’s 
spiritual resilience and in so doing also increase their perseverance and hope.  
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CHAPTER 2 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
  
 In this first section of my literature review, I reviewed two books that examine 
how suicide has occurred and how it has been viewed across time and cultures. The two 
books are George Minois’s History of Suicide and the International Handbook of Suicide 
and Attempted Suicide with Keith Hawton as editor. Unfortunately, suicide has been with 
us in some fashion in every culture and every people group since the beginning of time.  
 In Minois’ History of Suicide, he expresses his thoughts, “From remotest antiquity 
to today, some men and women have chosen death. Society has never been indifferent to 
that choice.”1 His thesis is that the evolution of western attitudes towards suicide changed 
the most from the period of the Middle Ages through the Renaissance Age and 
culminated during the Age of Enlightenment, but that a thorough study of this evolution 
had yet to be undertaken until his effort. As a way of summary, the Middle Ages was 
characterized by the belief, “If we exist it is because we must exist in order to glorify God 
and to make ourselves useful to society.” If anyone disagreed with this view, then they 
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deserved punishment. In short, the whole issue of suicide was really a repressed question. 
Things began to change during the Renaissance period typified by Hamlet daring to ask 
the question, “To be or not to be?” This rebellious question became an open public debate 
during the Age of Enlightenment when individuals expressed that they should have the 
right to answer this existential question as they personally saw fit.  
 Even though it may have been a repressed question, suicide was nonetheless still 
practiced during the Middle Ages. There were a variety of different reasons: “poverty, 
illness, physical suffering, fear of punishment, honor, reaction to humiliation, love, and 
jealousy.”2 Speaking from the position of tradition, he also examined suicide in Jewish 
history. He talks of Saul falling on his sword in an act of shame. He also mentions 
Samson committing suicide by bring the Philistines’ house down on them and himself in 
the process as an example of a sort of noble suicide because it was done for a righteous 
cause and in the line of duty.  
 Similarly most of the suicides in the Hebrew Bible are essentially presented as 
acts of heroism. Individuals preferred death rather than capture or defeat. Another version 
of the sentiment was the proverbial, “The captain must go down with the ship.” He 
concludes his examination of Jewish history on suicide with a reference to the 960 Jews 
who committed suicide at Masada. The philosophical reason behind this mass suicide is 
still prevalent today. Minois writes, “Death is like a sleep and delivers us from a brief and 
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unhappy existence; it is unreasonable to continue to live when all that can be foreseen is 
further woes; since we all must die one day, why not decide the best moment to do so?”3 
 Following the discussion of the Judeo view on suicide, he shifts to examine 
several key Christian views on the issue. He even mentions that some view Christ’s death 
as a suicide and, as support, he cites John 15:13, “There is no greater love than this; to lay 
down one’s life for one’s friends.”4 Yet, I would point out that in Romans 12:1 the 
Apostle Paul also calls for us to be “a living sacrifice.” He also points out an instance 
where Paul personally prevented a suicide himself in Acts 16:27 when the jailer drew his 
sword to kill himself after Paul and his companions were miraculously delivered from 
prison. He argues that St. Paul would state, “Killing oneself for a purely human reason or 
out of despair is a wicked act.”5  
 In the early Church, St. Athanasius and St. Augustine condemn Christians who 
commit suicide. In his City of God, St. Augustine declares, “No man may inflict death 
upon himself at will merely to escape from temporal difficulties.”6 Further, dying to flee 
suffering and pain is pure cowardice. He further examines the heritage received from the 
classical Greek philosopher and how they were divided on the issue of suicide. “Of all 
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Western civilizations, Rome is reputed to have been the most favorable to suicide.”7 Yet, 
he makes the point that it was forbidden in the Roman military. 
 Advancing chronologically to the Renaissance period, Minois cites, “Conflicting 
values are apparent as early as the first generation of humanists in the late fourteenth 
century.”8 Still, for the Christians of the period (whether Catholic, Lutheran, Calvinist, or 
Anglican), they believed suicide was still a diabolical act. Martin Luther himself 
considered suicide to actually be a murder committed by the devil himself. Others, 
however, began to consider suicide resulting from mental challenges such as melancholy, 
rather than just viewed as religious or criminal acts. Even though mental issues were 
considered a key factor, the real reasons for suicide during this period were still not deep, 
metaphysical questions, but instead were day-to-day challenges like broken marriages, 
bad finances, or the death of a child.9  
 As he transitioned to his discussion on the Age of Enlightenment, I was excited to 
see that Minois mentions John Wesley since I am writing my project primarily from a 
Wesleyan theological perspective. Minois states that Methodists like Wesley were 
particularly persuaded that Satan had a role in suicides. Wesley himself even related 
several cases in his journal, the Arminian Magazine, where he met individuals who were 
tempted by the devil to commit suicide but were saved by the Lord’s intervention, 
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reminding him that, “No murderer hath eternal life abiding in Him.”10 Still, it would have 
been helpful if there were a little more detail about Wesley’s position and more examples 
from his writings.  
 In conclusion, Minois’ examination of the impact of suicide on the common 
people of Europe was very helpful since I’m focusing on the lives of everyday airmen 
who come from all walks of life and diverse backgrounds. He makes the point that the 
predominate sentiment evoked by suicides during the Enlightenment period was pity. I 
would argue that this is still very much the case today as well. Similar to today, the Age 
of Enlightenment saw a very high proportion of young people who committed suicide, 
much like the age demographics that we have in the Air Force. He goes on to state, “The 
suicide rate among the military was particularly high.”11 He concludes with the fact that 
even though grand theories have been put forth during the past century by great thinkers 
like Emile Durkheim and Sigmund Freud, “The how and why people decide to kill 
themselves remains a mystery.”12  
 The second book I reviewed to research how suicide is viewed by different 
cultures and across time was the International Handbook of Suicide and Attempted 
Suicide edited by Keith Hawton and Kees van Heeringen. “According to the United 
Nations in 1996, the best estimate is that worldwide between 500,000 and 1.2 million 
people die by suicide each year. Suicidal behavior is, therefore, an extremely important 
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health and social issue throughout the world.”13 Hence, Hawton and van Heeringen’s goal 
with this work was to provide a practical handbook about the causes, treatment and 
prevention of suicidal behavior across many different parts of the world. 
 This book is huge compilation of works from a host of different contributors 
totaling more than seven hundred pages in all. Hawton and van Heeringen organized the 
material into four sections. Section one deals with trying to understand suicidal behavior. 
Of particular interest for me in this section is the chapter that deals with suicide in the 
western world, since the majority of the U.S. Air Force personnel come from the West.  
 Section two addresses suicide and attempted suicide in specific populations and 
circumstances. Although the book does not specifically include a chapter on suicides in 
military populations, they do have a chapter entitled “Suicide and Violence” which does 
address, in a general way, the impact that participation in violence has on suicidal trends. 
Some of this information can be applied to those in the Air Force who have been 
involved in violent military missions. The authors argue that, “Suicide and violence are 
not opposite and unrelated acts. They appear instead to be overlapping endpoints on a 
continuum of aggressive behavior.”14 
 Section three of their book considers the treatment of suicidal behavior. Most of 
the strategies are based on psychological approaches. However, there is one 
recommendation that is a multidisciplinary approach to the management of suicidal 
behavior. Specifically, this study examines the benefits of having nurses, general medical 
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teams, and social workers carry out assessment and treatment versus psychiatrists only. 
This concept is very interesting to me because such a multidisciplinary approach is the 
model I envision for the C3 classes as well. While the new C3 workshops can be initiated 
by personnel from the Chaplain Corps, it is my hope—and indeed I think it will work 
best—if individuals from a variety of different backgrounds are co-facilitating it together. 
 Finally, section four explores the best prevention strategies for suicide and suicide 
attempts. They address factors that predict suicide and attempted suicides. They also 
consider strategies that are effective at suicide prevention in the general population. 
Again, it would have been helpful to have at least one chapter in this huge compilation 
that dealt particularly with the military and suicide. Still, their final chapter deals with 
future prospects of additional fields of study for suicide and suicide prevention. As 
evidenced by my topic choice for this doctoral project, I believe ones such future field of 
study for further examination should be the impact of character-building efforts in 
societies and the impact of those efforts on suicide trends. 
 In the second section of my literature review, I endeavored to examine suicides in 
the military. I reviewed two pertinent research materials. The first is a journal article 
entitled Losing the Battle: the Challenge of Military Suicide written by Margaret Harrell 
and Nancy Berglass, The second resource is Suicide in the Military edited by Leo Sher 
and Alexander Vilens. 
 In Losing the Battle: the Challenge of Military Suicide, writers Margaret Harrell 
and Nancy Berglass posit that, “America is losing its battle against suicide by veterans 
and service members. And, as more troops return from deployment, the risk will only 
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grow.” In making their case, Harrell and Berglass set out to accomplish four objectives 
through this book. “First, it examines the phenomenon of suicide with the U.S. military 
community, including both the frequency of suicide and the extent to which suicide is 
related to military service.”15 Second, it endeavors to find ways the Department of 
Defense and Veteran’s Administration can reduce the number of suicides committed by 
current uniform personnel and veterans. Third, there is an examination of the obstacles to 
reducing suicides. Finally, they make recommendations for overcoming these obstacles. 
 Harrell and Berglass highlight three protective factors that are commonly 
understood to “preclude an individual from killing oneself: belongingness, usefulness and 
an aversion to pain or death.”16 They suggest that military service in Afghanistan and Iraq 
has tended to wear down these three protective factors making service members and 
veterans particularly vulnerable to suicide. Additionally, they point out that, “43 percent 
of soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines who took their own lives in 2010 did not seek 
help from military treatment facilities in the months before their deaths.”17  
 In 2009, Defense Department leaders issued an instruction (DoDI 6490.06) that 
was intended to “promote a culture that encourages delivery and receipt of counseling 
and eliminates barriers to and the negative stigma associated with seeking counseling 
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support.”18 Still, the stigma of receiving mental health treatment remains an obstacle both 
for military members and civilians alike. Military leaders must do more to make clear 
how seeking help for depression or suicidal thoughts will or will not impact an 
individual’s military career. Since military chaplains are the only helping agency that 
offer 100 percent confidentiality, many more people seek out the advice of chaplains 
versus other base services. If we can advise individuals with confidence that whether 
seeking additional care for factors that usually accompany suicide will or will not impact 
their careers, perhaps more service members would self-refer and receive much needed 
care to avert suicidal actions. 
 Suicide in the Military, edited by Leo Sher and Alexander Vilens, is a compilation 
of studies dedicated to better understanding the relationship between military service and 
suicidal behavior. It is a thorough compilation of studies from leading international 
experts in psychiatry, psychology, and suicidology, examining the topic of suicide as it 
relates to the US military, as well as many different militaries throughout the world (e.g. 
Swiss military, Hungarian military, and Peacekeeping forces). While the problems and 
risk factors for suicide differ in the various national militaries because of their specific 
missions, social situations, and recruitment policies, they exist in every military unit.19  
 The studies compiled in Suicide in the Military list various risk factors of suicide. 
One of the risk factors they indicate is most highly associated with completed suicides is 
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the psychiatric diagnosis. “Almost 95% of people who attempt or commit suicide have a 
diagnosis of a mood disorder, a psychotic disorder, an antisocial personality disorder, a 
substance abuse disorder, or another personality disorder.”20  Many of these disorders are 
found out early by the recruiter so these people are not part of the general military 
population. We have a healthier population both physically and mentally than the general 
population due to recruit screening. However, there are plenty of mood disorders that are 
not disqualifying for military service. They also indicate that, “sexual and other 
interpersonal traumatic events have been shown to be strongly associated with suicidal 
behavior in military personnel.”21 
In terms of additional risk factors for suicide, other researchers in this book cite 
studies showing a connection between alcohol abuse and military suicide. “Alcohol 
misuse and psychosocial adversity can combine to increase stress on the person, and, 
thereby, potentially, increase the risk for suicidal behavior.”22 Since my contention in this 
project is the need for character building as a key part of suicide prevention, I found it 
very interesting that another study points out that military personnel are frequently 
diagnosed with “character disorders and immaturity reactions.”23 Another potential risk 
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factor is sleep deprivation. “Considerable evidence supports a strong link between sleep 
disturbances and suicidality.”24 
Of particular interest to me, since I am currently assigned to BMT at Joint Base 
San Antonio-Lackland, Texas, is a section of Sher and Vilens’ book that conducted a 
“retrospective, descriptive analysis of recruit mortality between 1956 and 1996 during 
Air Force basic training at Lackland Air Force Base in Texas. They found that the crude 
suicide rate between 1956 and 1996 was 3.2 deaths per 100,000 recruits per year.”25 
While the number of trainees manifesting suicidal ideation is well over 100 per month, 
the number of attempts is still on par with the 3.2 deaths per year. Fortunately, we have 
not had a successful suicide here at BMT since I arrived in June 2015. I pray we are able 
to continue this trend far into the future. 
  The research in Suicide in the Military also contains a description of two typical 
profiles for professional military staff that succeed in committing suicide. First, they are 
introverted, with poor social contacts, rigid, have high emotional control, and strict 
morals. They may be very effective professionally, often with burnout, and possess 
hidden (latent) depressive symptoms. Second, there are those individuals who are 
extroverted, well adapted, but who possess a low level of emotional control. They may 
also be immature with impulsive reactions, inclined to hazard games (gambling) or some 
criminal actions, and they may be under suspension or threatened with prison.26 
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The section in Suicide in the Military that addresses suicide prevention strategies 
in the Air Force is a little outdated. It references an older Air Force suicide prevention 
program known by the acronym L.I.N.K. It stood for: (1) Look for possible concerns; (2) 
Inquire about those concerns; (3) Note the level of risk; and (4) Know your referral 
sources and strategies. While the main concepts are still relevant today, L.I.N.K. as an 
official suicide prevention program no longer exists. Instead, the Air Force has adopted 
the Army’s model for suicide prevention, A.C.E. (Ask, Care, Escort) and SAFETALK 
(that it is important to find someone safe to talk to when you have suicidal ideations). I 
would have like to have seen research in this book that examined these more recent Air 
Force suicide prevention programs. Still, I think a recent statement from the Chief Master 
Sergeant of Air Force James Cody says it best when it comes to the ineffectiveness of the 
Air Force’s current suicide prevention numbers to lower them significant. “When asked 
what the service was doing to bring down the suicide rate, Chief Master Sergeant of the 
Air Force James A. Cody said, “Obviously not enough to be honest with you. We're 
struggling with it.”27 
Leo Sher’s Chapter IX, “Preventing Suicide in the Military: Plenty of Room for 
Improvement,” is particularly apropos for my project since my assertion is that the 
Chaplain Corps can be doing more to contribute to the Air Force Suicide Prevention 
efforts. Sher suggests three areas where improvements in suicide prevention are needed: 
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1) reduce the number of new cases, 2) decrease the likelihood of a suicide attempt in the 
high-risk individuals, and 3) diminish the consequences of suicide attempts. A key way 
that chaplains can help in achieving these goals is by regularly inquiring about current 
depression, hopelessness, and suicidal ideation in the people we encounter and encourage 
them to self-refer for help.  
Finally, one set of researchers in Suicide in the Military believes there is an 
overemphasis on the medical side of suicide and the Air Force’s approach must be more 
holistic. They suggest that efforts to reduce the Air Force suicide rate have, unfortunately, 
emphasized the medical model (i.e. more medical personnel, psychiatrists, psychologist, 
etc.). Instead, there must be “a holistic approach where there is more of a balanced 
distribution of resources, information and knowledge perhaps through a unified database, 
innovative thinking and research funding.”28 This is certainly needed in the Air Force 
today. “The development of strategies of suicide prevention in the military—like in the 
general population—is a permanent process and needs the attention and the efforts of 
mental health professionals, chaplains, social workers, and other professionals.”29 
 Since I am ordained by the Church of God (Anderson, Indiana) which comes out 
of the Wesleyan Arminian Holiness movement, as I seek to develop a theology of suicide 
prevention I have examined The Works of John Wesley to see how he addressed the issue 
of suicide. John Wesley’s view on self-destruction was typical of his time, in that life is a 
gift from God and any activity that takes life is ungodly and never justified. In trying to 
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understand Wesley’s theological take on suicide, I have focused on his journal entries and 
sermons on the preciousness of life. The second resource I examined for the theological 
reflection section of this project is The Human Person in Theology and Psychology: A 
Biblical Anthropology for the Twenty-First Century by James R. Beck and Bruce 
Demarest. 
 While I realize it is always preferred to have original sources (Wesley in his own 
words), I will also examine the writings of Wesleyan scholars and perhaps even 
contemporaries of Wesley in order to distill a distinct Wesleyan position on suicide and 
its prevention. For example, I found an anecdotal reference to Wesley when I was reading 
William Rauscher, The Case Against Suicide: “In 1790 John Wesley, the great Methodist 
reformer, proposed that the naked bodies of female suicides be dragged through the 
streets.”30 However, I believe Rauscher was incorrect in his assessment of Wesley.  
Wesley was pointing out the deterring effect Spartan law had in inhibiting further 
suicides by Spartan women. He says, “A law was made, that the body of every woman 
that killed herself should be exposed naked in the streets.”31 This proved to have the 
intended result of deterring further suicides. Having said this, Wesley did say, “that the 
body of every self-murderer, Lord or peasant, shall be hanged in chains, and the English 
fury [sudden burst of suicides] will cease at once.”32 Still, this evidence does not portray 
a very flattering, not to mention compassionate, expression from Wesley on the occasion 
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of the tragedy that is suicide. Again, in a lot of ways Wesley was a product of his time 
where suicide was equated with criminality. 
 Besides the various types of Methodist or Wesleyan churches that still exist today, 
Wesley’s legacy and influence also lives on in his sermons, journals, letters, and articles. 
In one letter written on September 27, 1779, Wesley writes: “Do not hurt yourself in 
order to help others.”33 While he may have meant it in a figurative versus a literal sense, 
it is still interesting the language he chose to use. It brings to mind altruistic suicide (i.e. 
killing one’s self for the benefit of others) and the possibility that Wesley would have 
argued against it. In his journal entry on November 19, 1738, Wesley relays an incident 
where an individual, who was supposed to have been one of his pupils, came into a public 
building and shot himself in front of others. He removed “his hat and wig, said he would 
die like a gentleman, and shot himself through the head.”34 Wesley provided no 
additional comment or opinion; he just simply mentions the suicide as a record of 
historical fact in his personal journal. 
 Similarly, in his journal dated September 5, 1755, Wesley indicates that when he 
arrived to preach at Newlyn, England, he was informed that a strong and healthy man 
from that community was found dead in his bed the morning before. He commented that 
many were startled by this event: “So I endeavored to deepen the impression, by 
preaching on those words, ‘There is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom in 
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the grave, whither thou goest.’”35 From this journal entry, it seems clear that Wesley 
would take the occasion of an apparent suicide to emphasize that death is not the solution 
to any problems we face in this life. 
 Wesley recounts another story from October 28, 1747, where he had encountered 
a woman so overwhelmed with affliction that she went out one night to put an end to it all 
by throwing herself into the New River. Instead, she heard some people singing at a 
Christian meeting as she was passing by. Wesley writes, “She stopped and went in. She 
listened a while, and God spoke to her heart. She had no more desire to put an end to her 
life; but to die to sin, and live to God.” 
 In another story, this one from his journal dated June 22, 1756, Wesley wrote 
about a woman so distraught by her circumstances and pain that she decided to end her 
own life. “She put a knife to her throat and did cut the skin, but could get no further; it 
seemed to her as if the flesh were iron; she threw down the knife, burst into tears, fell 
upon her knees, and began (what she had not done all the time) to pour out her soul 
before God.” As a result of her penitence and turning to God, “fear and sorrow fled away. 
She rejoiced in God; and she has been ever since in health of body and peace of mind.” 
Perfect loves sums up John Wesley’s chief message in a concise theme. In fact, 
Mildred Wynkoop’s entitled her book about Wesley, A Theology of Love.36 For Wesley, 
human life was and is a gift from God. Rightly perceived, we must view our lives not as 
our own to do with as we please, but instead as belonging to God, the Creator, from 
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whom all good and perfect gifts come. Suicide is usurping God’s authority over our lives 
and making a decision about the end of life that only rightly belongs to God. Our 
responsibility is to be a good steward of the life we have until God, according to his good 
and sovereign plan, takes it away.  
Finally, Wesley preached a sermon about the high value of life in Edinburgh, 
Scotland, on May 14, 1768, where he proclaimed, It requires all your wisdom, all your 
resolution, all your patience, and constancy; far more than ever you had by nature; but no 
more than you may have by grace. For his grace is sufficient for you and all things are 
possible to him that believeth.” All of our lives, no matter how desperate the 
circumstances, are valuable to God. No one’s life or situation is beyond the grace of God. 
In contrast to conventional wisdom and according to God’s economy, it is precisely 
through our human frailties and weaknesses that God usually works most powerfully. 
 The purpose of The Human Person in Theology and Psychology: A Biblical 
Anthropology for the Twenty-First Century by James R. Beck and Bruce Demarest is to 
serve as “a handbook for those interested in a Christian view of human persons.”37 Their 
thesis is that the best way to have an accurate and complete Christian worldview of 
human beings is by conducting an integrative approach that works to synchronize the 
conclusions reached by both theological and psychological disciplines. Their conviction 
is “that inspired and authoritative Scripture constitutes the center of gravity of truthful 
information concerning the human person and … psychology represents a wider 
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trajectory, which when faithfully undertaken yields additional valuable insights as to how 
humans function, behave, and relate.”38 
 In terms of structure, they break their book into four parts. In Part 1, they address 
issues surrounding the origin and destiny of the human person. In Part 2, they consider 
the substance and identity of the human person. In Part 3, they examine the function and 
behavior of human beings. In the final section, Part 4, they explore human relationships 
and community. In all four of the sections of their book, Beck and Demarest wrestle with 
the interplay between both the theological and psychological perspectives on how they 
contribute to these issues separately and how they can benefit one another.  
 A helpful section of this work can be encapsulated by the researchers’ statement 
that “hopelessness appears at the core of the suicidal person’s affect no matter which 
diagnostic label best describes the person. The nearly universal presence of hopelessness 
among suicidal people provides concerned Christians with a powerful point of 
intervention.”39 Again, this is why the Air Force Chaplain Corps has so much to offer 
when it comes to suicide prevention. The central calling of who we are and what we do as 
military chaplains is to promote real hope in the lives of solders, sailors, airmen, marines 
and their families. Researchers further find that “factors that lower the risk of suicide 
include religious affiliation and church attendance, good coping skills, and good 
problem-solving ability.”40 Much additional progress can be made as chaplains and 
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chaplain assistants work together with the other helping agencies (e.g. mental health 
professionals) in new and creative ways that teach and promote the development of these 
crucial coping skills to those in our military community who are struggling because these 
skills are underdeveloped.  
 The big take-away from Beck and Demarest’s comprehensive and thorough 
examination of the synergy that develops from the integration of theology and 
psychology is that “in principle, the disciplines of theology and psychology responsibly 
undertaken are friends rather than foes. All truth, wherever it is discovered, is God’s 
truth.”41 On some Air Force bases, chaplains and mental health providers partner together 
quite effectively, but there needs to be much more intentionality and directives from 
higher headquarters in order to push things toward more effective cooperation across the 
Air Force. Air Force helping agencies like the Chaplain Corps and Mental Health have to 
be committed to continually finding ways we can work together to prevent suicide. The 
effects of our combined efforts will reap evermore benefits than we could ever achieve 
when working separately. While our counseling efforts must remain separate for 
confidentiality reasons, workshops and training events similar to my C3 classes in this 
project are needed to set up the best suicide prevention measures we can devise. 
In this fourth and final section of my literature review, I examined works that 
speak to our responsibility as chaplains to be involved in suicide prevention. The first 
book I reviewed on this subject was Suicide: A Christian Response: Crucial 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																				
 
 41 Ibid., 400. 
	
	
58 
Considerations for Choosing Life edited by Timothy J. Demy and Gary P. Stewart. The 
second book was The War Within: Preventing Suicide in the U.S. Military by Rajeev 
Ramchand et al.  
Suicide: A Christian Response: Crucial Considerations for Choosing Life is a 
compilation of works from a variety of authors. As editors, Timothy J. Demy and Gary P. 
Stewart’s intention with the book was to provide an evangelical, Christian response to the 
issues of suicide and euthanasia. Their stated hope is this work will serve as a resource 
for those who seek to understand this critical issue and how to respond in a way that is in 
keeping with a Christian worldview.   
The first section of this book is entitled, “Legal and Medical Reflections,” and it 
specifically addresses the issue of euthanasia. The second section of the book is called 
“Philosophical Reflections.” Of importance in this section is a chapter that deals with the 
morality of suicide, as well as a chapter that explores options for how Christians can 
affirm moral accountability in an amoral world that promotes at culture of death. Also, I 
am especially interested in Chapter 12: “Suicide and the Problem of Evil: Why Bad 
Things Cause People to End Their Lives.”  
The third section of the book deals with “Theological Reflection,” considering the 
theology of suicide, what happened at Masada, and whether Christians in the Early 
Church “lusted after death” when it came to being persecuted or martyred for their faith 
in Jesus. The fourth section of the book is focused on “Biblical Reflections” and 
endeavors to explore what Scripture teaches about suicide. The fifth and final section of 
the book is really the heart of my project. It focuses on “Pastoral and Personal 
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Reflections” that come from people who have had to respond to suicides and minister in 
the aftermath of completed suicides. 
While a lot of studies about what causes people to take their own lives suggest 
that it is due to a diagnosable psychiatric illness, other researchers posit that, “some 
diagnoses of psychiatric illness are, in fact, misdiagnoses of coping problems associated 
with sinful decisions or improper behavioral patterns other than organic dysfunction of 
the brain.”42 Perhaps the majority of persons who attempt to commit suicide are not 
suffering from any organic or psychiatric illness, instead they simply view themselves as 
being in some extreme circumstance with no hope of things ever changing, much less 
improving.  
One contributor in Suicide: A Christian Response concludes, “My contention has 
been that suicidal thoughts are more often than not attributable to bad theology … the 
problem of evil, more or less well articulated, is at the root of most thoughts of suicide.” 
We should not be surprised by the suffering that exists in this fallen world, but we can 
know that God is sovereign and good. One can have the ability to persevere through 
suffering and give meaning to suffering if we have right thinking about suffering or 
develop a good theology of suffering. The bottom line is that suffering doesn’t have to be 
pointless. Jesus suffered. His disciples suffered. Suffering does not mean that we are 
outside of the love of God or forsaken by God. None of this is to take away from true 
mental illness or the need for counseling or therapy, but a recovery of good theology will 
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go a long way to helping Christians cope with the struggles of this present world. If we 
will let him, God can use any suffering to bring him glory and ultimately be used for 
good somehow. 
 As an Air Force chaplain, I was particularly interested to read Chapter 26: 
“Suicide’s Companion: A Trail of Tears,” and Chapter 30: “Bringing the Grace of God to 
Victims of Suicide” because both were written by U.S. Navy chaplains based on their 
experiences with this issue. While they make many good points about the complex 
factors that are usually involved in suicide and practical ways for Christian leaders to 
provide care to those left in the wake of suicide, I was surprised that none of their 
examples and data specifically talked about suicide in their military contexts. 
 The purpose of The War Within: Preventing Suicide in the U.S. Military by 
Rajeev Ramchand, Joie Acosta and others was to conduct a study to determine the causes 
of suicides in the military, especially the increasing number of suicides. Furthermore, the 
researchers analyzed the current suicide prevention programs across the Department of 
Defense to determine if they are effective. The end product of their research culminates 
with the articulation of fourteen recommendations of things that the military needs to do 
differently in order to strengthen the effectiveness of its suicide prevention programs. 
These researchers believe that suicides in the military can be prevented and the rates 
reduced if the correct methods are employed. 
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 From 2001 to 2008, the military experienced a fifty percent increase in its suicide 
rate.43 While the suicide rate of the civilian population with similar demographics to 
those who serve in the Armed Forces is actually significantly higher that than of military 
personnel, the concern is that the gap between the two groups is rapidly closing. In fact, 
according to research conducted in 2011, “The most pronounced increases in the DoD 
suicide rate occurred in 2007 and 2008.” If the current trend of rising suicide numbers is 
changed, the military could approach the national civilian suicide rate, which is 
approximately nineteen suicides per 100,000 people.  
 Ramchand and his colleagues determined that those who fall into the following 
categories are the highest risk for suicide: prior suicide attempts, mental disorders, 
substance-use disorders, and head trauma/Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI). Other people 
who are also at high risk are those suffering from hopelessness, aggression and 
impulsivity, and problem-solving deficits. Additionally, certain life events or 
precipitating events such as the death of a family member, relationship problems, legal or 
significant financial trouble can serve as triggers that increase the risk of suicide. Finally, 
access to firearms, which is very common in the military, correlates very positively with 
suicides, as does the example of others who successfully completed suicide, especially if 
their death is glorified in the traditional news media or even on social media.44 
 Ramchand and his team determined that the military’s “suicide-prevention 
activities generally fall into two categories: those that raise awareness and teach skills 
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and those that provide screening and referral (for mental health problems and suicidal 
behavior).”45 Also, the best suicide prevention programs in the military have six common 
characteristics. First, they raise awareness and promote self-care through the teaching of 
life and coping skills. Second, they identify those at high risk, primarily through the use 
of gatekeepers. Third, effective prevention programs facilitate access to quality care with 
particular emphasis on reducing the stigma associate with asking for help and pursuing 
mental health care. Fourth, they ensure that behavioral health specialists provide quality 
care. Fifth, there must be some means of restricting access to lethal means of committing 
suicide. Finally, successful prevention programs train people how to respond 
appropriately. For example, as I have previously mentioned, the Air Force has adopted 
the acronym A.C.E. (Ask, Care, Escort) that it borrowed from the Army. Its simplicity is 
by design so that hopefully airmen will remember what they are to do when they suspect 
someone is considering suicide. 
  There are several key recommendations from the research done by Ramchand and 
his colleagues that I believe apply to my project. First, there is an emphasis on the 
importance of coping skills development. That is, the military needs to have training in 
skill building, particularly help-seeking behavior. While it is crucial to raise awareness 
about suicide and the resources available when feeling suicidal, “There is no evidence to 
indicate that any of these strategies is effective on its own. A limitation of these kinds of 
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programs is that they do not teach the skills that service members may need to refer 
themselves to behavior health professionals or chaplains.”46 
 Another recommendation emphasizes how paramount it is to evaluate gatekeeper 
training if suicide prevention is to be effective. In the Air Force, I believe we have seen 
some measured success in this regard when we have conducted frontline supervisor 
training. Specifically, the Air Force identified three most at risk career fields for suicide: 
security forces, maintainers, and intelligence personnel.47 A strong initiative came 
through the Air Force’s Community Action and Information Board (CAIB) to address the 
severe threat of suicide being faced in these three career fields.  
 From this effort came a three-hour training event to teach frontline supervisors 
how to be better leaders so that they can create positive working environments and also 
recognize the red flags or risk factors for self harm in those that they directly supervise. I 
co-taught the class along side Airmen and Family Readiness leaders, mental health 
providers, and physical health coaches. This effort of co-teaching was extremely effective 
at improving coordination and communication among the various caregivers in the Air 
Force community. We actually took the training to the units instead of them coming to 
us, which made us work in concert with one another instead of staying exclusively within 
our own stovepipe programs (Chaplain Corps, Mental Health, etc.). I think it is hard to 
overstate the importance of being on their turf, so to speak, when having these 
discussions. I found the dialogue to be very encouraging and believe the frontline 
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supervisors became very energized to engage their teams through the power of analog 
leadership in an effort to prevent suicides in their organizations. 
 A further recommendation from The War Within study maintains that chaplains 
should be intentional about providing “clients moving to a new installation with the 
contact information for analogous resources at the new installation,” and “encourage 
them to make appointments soon after arriving and occasionally check in with them.”48 
Also, the Air Force currently has no explicit policies that spell out the repercussions, or 
lack thereof, for accessing care. For example, the in-processing and out-processing 
checklists could require that if you have received mental health care at your current base 
that you check-in with mental health at your next base to determine if follow-up care if 
recommended. Furthermore, in terms of chaplains’ suicide prevention skills, I believe 
continuing education must be a priority for chaplains in order to make sure we stay 
current with the latest state-of-the-art suicide risk assessment strategies. 
 A final recommendation of Ramchand and his fellow researchers is to “access 
whether there is an adequate supply of behavioral health-care professionals and chaplains 
available to service members.” This is because effective suicide prevention in the military 
is dependent on people being able to access behavioral health and counseling. The 
consensus is that “there is shortage of behavioral health professionals in the United States 
in general.” Similarly, in my opinion, there are not enough chaplains to take care of 
everyone and their families in the Air Force. To strengthen our numbers, chaplains need 
to make sure we are accurately capturing and translating our activities and counseling 
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numbers into up-to-date manpower formulas in order to make sure the number of 
chaplains allotted per base matches the true needs of the community. AFCCARS (Air 
Force Chaplain Corps Activity Reporting System) is the current monthly reporting tool of 
the Chaplain Corps. It is my hope that its data, along with updated manpower calculations 
to accurately service the total number of people serving on each base, will enable us to 
make the case for increasing our chaplain and chaplain assistant numbers. Given the 
proper training and the opportunity to engage with units through my proposed C-3 
workshops, my belief is that more chaplains could equal less deaths from suicide in the 
military. 
 In this chapter, I have reviewed a wide range of literature on the issue of suicide.   
My goal was to understand how suicide has been viewed across history and variety of 
cultures. Next, I endeavored to glean insights from researchers who have studied the 
problem of suicide specifically within the military culture. Finally, I looked at the 
teaching of John Wesley to provide a context from my own theological bent as a Wesley 
chaplain. I will proceed to build upon this theological basis using it as the foundation for 
strengthening spiritual resilience and character development to help reduce suicide 
numbers in the Air Force.   
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CHAPTER 3 
THEOLOGY OF SUICIDE PREVENTION 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to develop a theological basis for Air Force 
Chaplains’ involvement in suicide prevention. Two major themes are explored 
extensively as the primary rationale for the Air Force Chaplain Corps’ preventative 
efforts: a respect for the preciousness of all human life and a motivation that comes from 
love. A close examination of these themes from my own Wesleyan tradition, as well as 
other Christian traditions will be conducted. Finally, since Air Force chaplains come from 
all possible faith groups, a review of different non-Christian theological traditions will 
hopefully reveal how all chaplains, regardless of denominational or faith backgrounds, 
can work together to reduce the number of suicides within our ranks. 
Demy writes, “Despite the fact that Scripture simply records the occurrence of 
suicides without offering an evaluation of them, it is safe to conclude that the biblical 
perspective on suicide is negative.”1 Furthermore, the message of Scripture in that it 
promotes fullness of life stands in stark contrast with what Pope John Paul II termed the 
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“culture of death” that characterizes our modern and postmodern society where suicide is 
often chosen as a means of physical and psychological release from life’s anguish and 
burdens.2 The choice to commit suicide is a thought that “germinates in a social climate 
in which a collapse both of the intellect and of faith has already taken place.”3 
As this project seeks to formulate a suicide prevention strategy for Air Force 
chaplains, it must be done with the awareness that the broader culture will not be in 
agreement with our theological framework. Still, as people of faith, it is imperative that 
we have a firm biblical basis for our efforts to assist the Air Force in significantly 
reducing the number of suicides.  
 The first theological motivation for the Chaplain Corps’ suicide prevention 
endeavors is centered on the sanctity and value of all human life. “Biblically speaking, 
human life is sacred. It is sacred because man is made in God’s image”4 (Genesis 1:26-27 
& 5:1). Not surprisingly, the Catechism of the Catholic Church provides an incredible 
affirmation as to the preciousness of life, “Everyone is responsible for his life before God 
who has given it to him. It is God who remains the sovereign Master of life. We are 
obliged to accept life gratefully and preserve it for his honor and the salvation of our 
souls. We are stewards, not owners, of the life God has entrusted to us. It is not ours to 
dispose of.” 5  
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The Apostle Paul proclaims this truth in 1 Corinthians 6: 19-20 when he writes, 
“Don’t you realize that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, who lives in you and 
was given to you by God? You do not belong to yourself, for God bought you with a high 
price. So you must honor God with your body.”6 It is not our place to destroy our bodies 
or take our life by our own hands. We have been created by God and we belong to God, 
even more so if we have been redeemed by God. Consequently, “we are called to be good 
stewards of our bodies and minds and live for the glory of God.”7 
The beauty of Scripture is that it provides us God’s eternal perspective and also 
his specific guidance as to how we are to live. A classic example of God’s revealed will 
and intentions for us is Jeremiah 29:11, a passage that has been widely written and 
preached about in recent years. “For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, 
plans for welfare and not for evil, to give you a future and a hope.”8 This is a powerful 
anti-suicide passage. In spite of all the challenges and evil in this present world, airmen, 
and everyone, everywhere need to be reminded about God’s good intentions and general 
good will toward humankind as we remain surrendered to his will. We are indeed 
precious to Him and he never waivers in his love for us. In fact, our lives are so precious 
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to God that in Genesis 9:5 he declares, “And I will require the blood of anyone who takes 
another person’s life.”9 
There is an intriguing image described in Isaiah 49:16 where God says, “I have 
written your name on the palms of my hands.” This is a message that can resonate 
powerfully in this age where tattoos are so popular and everyone is having the names of 
loved ones and favorite sayings or images tattooed on their bodies. In a similar way, God 
loves us so much that he tattooed all of our names on himself. Every time he looks at his 
hands, he sees your name and mine. What a demonstration of how precious our lives are 
to God. 
In fact, life is gift from God. “As Christians, we must voice our passion for life 
and the biblical understanding that it is a gift from God.”10 That is why chaplains should 
be the most passionate promoters of life. For Scripture says in Ecclesiastes 9:7-9, “Seize 
life! Eat bread with gusto, Drink wine with a robust heart. Oh yes—God takes pleasure in 
your pleasure! Dress festively every morning. Don’t skimp on colors and scarves. Relish 
life with the spouse you love each and every day of your precarious life. Each day is 
God’s gift.”11 
Another reason life is so precious is because each life has a purpose. God declares 
in Psalms 138:8, “The Lord will fulfill his purpose for me; your steadfast love, O Lord, 
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endures forever.”12 And in Jeremiah 1:5, God proclaims to his prophet: “Before I formed 
you in the womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you; I appointed 
you a prophet to the nations.”13 In both of these passages, we continue to hear the 
resounding theme that life is valuable because God has a meaningful purpose for each 
one of us whether or not we earnestly turn to him for guidance. All people are valuable 
whether they are already confessing Jesus or potentially confessing Jesus. As Proverbs 
14:27 declares, “The fear of the Lord is a fountain of life, turning a person from the 
snares of death.” It is not fear in the sense of being terrified into paralysis, but it is more a 
description of the attitude of our heart. We recognize our place in comparison to who he 
is. He alone is sovereign overall and yet he loves us with an unconditional love at the 
same time.  
A favorite passage of mine is John 10:10. I memorized it as a teenager and it has 
been a source of great inspiration both in my personal life and in my counseling ministry. 
Jesus says, “The thief [Satan] comes only to steal and kill and destroy. I came that they 
may have life and have it abundantly.”14 In my pastoral counseling with individuals 
struggling with suicidal ideation, I remind them of this passage and I ask them to consider 
the source of the notion about taking their own life. Is it from God? Would God ask any 
of us to take our own lives as a way to escape from problems? I do not believe so. 
Instead, Satan, as the master of all lies, is always ready and willing to try to trick us out of 
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something good that God has in store for us. The temptation to take one’s life in an effort 
to be rid of pain or problems is a fundamentally false notion and ultimately a lie that boils 
up from the pit of hell. As chaplains, we need to help people realize that suicide is never 
an effective coping strategy. 
 In addition to loving God, part of our having been made in the image of God 
means that we have been hardwired to love one another. And, “an additional biblical 
consideration is that Christians are commanded not only to love others but to love 
themselves (Mathew 22:39; Ephesians 5:28-29, 33). However, suicide is not an act of 
self-love, but of self-hatred.”15 Any act of self-harm as a means of getting away from 
troubles is not in line with the biblical mandate to love our neighbor as ourselves. We are 
called to love ourselves in healthy way because God cares about what happens to our 
bodies and lives. 
Still, after considering the theological and biblical principles that support the 
sanctity and value of human life, there are practical implications for real life in modern 
society that must also be examined. A key reason individuals cite for pursuing suicide is 
to escape the inordinate amount of pain or suffering that they are experiencing with no 
apparent prospect of it ever abating. In an effort to address this very real challenge, 
chaplains must help airmen develop a good theology of suffering.   
In short, there is meaning to be found in suffering. “Though suffering is neither 
enjoyable nor to be sought, that does not mean it cannot have any positive function in a 
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person’s life … While afflictions are evils, God can and does use them to work good in 
our lives (Romans 5:3-5; 1 Peter 1:6-9; 2 Corinthians 4:17,12:10; and the book of Job)”.16 
Over and over again “suffering in the Bible is seen as a challenge to endure and 
persevere, for out of the affliction comes potentially good results for the person, society, 
and God’s kingdom.”17 To be sure, people of many different faiths believe that there is 
meaning in suffering. Nevertheless, as we communicate this message to airmen, “It must 
be made perfectly clear that saying this is not the same as saying that pain and suffering 
are good.”18 Clearly, there are times when they are not. 
“People who cite the value of suffering generally mean two things, both of which 
are indeed true. First, they mean that suffering can have a purpose.”19 Pain and suffering, 
while not simply good in and of themselves, are not to be avoided at all costs. Second, 
Tthe foundational theme of the Christian story is that suffering and death are not the last 
word. Ultimately, God’s power, mercy, and love overcome death and suffering. In fact, 
sometimes in times of suffering we are able to experience more fully the faithfulness and 
power of God’s saving presence.” 
Unfortunately, “Because Western culture has largely forgotten or rejected the 
biblical worldview, including the fallenness of creation, many people are surprised by 
																																								 																				
	 16 Ibid.,163. 
 
 17 Ibid., 262. 
 
18 William C. Mattison III, Introducing Moral Theology (Ada, MI: Brazos Press, 2008), 367. 
 
19 Ibid., 367. 
	
	
	
	 73 
suffering when it comes.”20 Some scholars argue, “suicidal thoughts are more often than 
not attributable to bad theology.”21 If we have bad theology and a poor worldview, we 
can allow suffering “to bring us to the point of wishing that the world did not exist, of 
believing that non-being is better than being.”22 But a person who wishes not to exist is 
actually a person that is “curved in upon himself and he has no future.”23 The truth is 
living for just ourselves makes us feel like our lives have ended up on a dead-end street. 
In other words, self-centered living is not productive; ultimately, there is no future in it. 
The fact is we were not created to live just for ourselves. We were made in the image of 
God and he is supremely focused on others. Even in the God-head, the Trinity, there has 
always been relationship: God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. There is 
no isolation or division in God. There is one God in three persons. They live in perfect 
harmony. This reality is seared into our human DNA. Since we were created in the image 
of a relational God, we are meant to live for and with others. First, we are to live for and 
with God as well as for the well-being of others. When we depart from this divine 
blueprint and follow the conventional worldly wisdom to live for self, history reflects that 
it never works out well. 
This truth concerning God’s design about living out of our relationships first with 
him and then with others is why having a good theology and biblical worldview are so 
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essential to suicide prevention. “Christianity makes an overwhelming affirmation of 
suffering, far stronger than many other world views that do not have as their center the 
symbol of the cross.”24 As we experience the suffering and pain that are an inevitable part 
of living in a fallen world, we must think of the cross of Jesus and that he experienced 
great suffering as well. In Philippians 2, the Apostle Paul teaches us with great eloquence 
that Jesus intentionally set aside the glory of Heaven and humbled Himself to become 
one of us. He suffered a cruel and intentional death on the cross because it was God the 
Father’s will for redeeming the world. Out of his suffering, sacrifice, and death came life 
and eternal life. 
Life can be really hard at times, but God loves never fails. His grace is sufficient 
for those who continually put their complete trust in Him. In Psalm 27:1, we read, “The 
Lord is my light and my salvation; whom shall I fear? The Lord is the strength of my life; 
of whom shall I be afraid?”25 We need not live in fear of our problems or situations. We 
must allow the strength of the Lord to be applied in power to our troubling life 
circumstances. Similarly, in 2 Corinthians 12:9, the Apostle Paul writes, “But he said to 
me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.’”26 Even 
when we are at our most vulnerable moments and we think we cannot go another step 
because the suffering is so immense, God promises to meet all of our needs with his all 
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sufficient grace. As the Psalmist declared, “My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is 
the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:26).27 
In John 16:33, Jesus exclaimed, “I have said these things to you, that in me you 
may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart, I have overcome 
the world.”28 Because of Jesus’ victorious resurrection that conquered death, sin, and hell, 
it gives us confidence and assurance to “cry out to God Most High, to God who fulfills 
his purpose for me” (Psalm 57:2).29 Again, Scripture tells us that trouble and suffering 
will occur. We must not be surprised or think it is because we are being unfairly 
punished. Sometimes, we make poor decisions and we have to face the consequences and 
make better decisions.  
Still, other times, suffering comes due to no fault of our own. We just live in a 
fallen world where the rain falls “on the just and the unjust” (Matt 5:45). But instead of 
giving in to despair, God’s plan is for us to “rejoice always, pray without ceasing, give 
thanks in all circumstances; for this is the will of God in Christ Jesus for you” (1 
Thessalonians 5:16-18).30 This is not always easy to do. It requires living a Spirit-filled 
life so that when we are weakest, the Spirit leads strongest. Our part is to trust in God, 
even when we cannot understand why we are in a difficult situation or how we are going 
to get out. We have to continue to trust. As the writer of Proverbs knows, “Trust in the 
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Lord with all your heart; do not depend on your own understanding. Seek his will in all 
you do, and he will show you which path to take” (Proverbs 3:5-6).31 I do not believe that 
God directs us towards the path of suicide as a means of escaping problems. 
Having discussed the sanctity and value of all human life as the first theological 
motivation of the Air Force Chaplain Corps’ commitment to suicide prevention we now 
move to the second.  This second theological theme is the reality that God’s love compels 
us to save lives. As Karl Barth wrote in his work entitled Evangelical Theology, “Love 
alone counts, but love really counts … it builds up, it never ends, together with faith and 
hope it abides even when everything else passes away.”32 God’s love for our lives and for 
our well-being is the primary motivation for everything the Chaplain Corps’ does.  This 
is particularly true by military chaplains’ ongoing involvement in suicide prevention. 
The Bible clearly communicates that God is a lover of life. Suicidal ideation could 
not be more opposite of God’s desire for us to experience fullness of life. Jesus also 
teaches us in Matthew 6:25, “Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you 
will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than 
food, and the body more important than clothes.” This passage communicates so 
powerfully and clearly that God cares about our lives and bodies. Furthermore, in 
Matthew 10:31, Jesus adds that since he takes care of the flowers of the field and the 
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birds of the air, “Do not be afraid; you are worth more than sparrows.”33 Ultimately, no 
matter what sufferings we may face in this world, God is a lover of life who “does not 
desire the suffering of people, not even as a pedagogical device, but instead their 
happiness.”34 
A powerful story in Scripture of God’s good intentions for our lives no matter 
what the circumstance is the Old Testament story of Joseph. Considering all the negative 
events Joseph went through in life, it would have easier for him to have considered 
suicide. His brothers sold him into slavery and then told his father that he was dead. He 
was falsely accused by his employer’s wife of making unwanted sexual advances and 
consequently was put in prison. Yet, because of his great faith and trust in God’s love for 
him, suicide was not an option.  
Eventually, God provided for his release from prison and miraculously saw to it 
that he was exalted to second-in-command to the Pharaoh over all Egypt. God used all 
the bad experiences and suffering that Joseph went through to save not only all of Egypt 
from a multiple year famine, but also Joseph’s own family and the people of God as well. 
When his brothers realized who he was, they were afraid of what he was going to do in 
retaliation. Instead, in Genesis 50:19-20, we read Joseph’s response and his declaration of 
faith: “Do not be afraid of me. Am I God? … You intended to harm me, but God 
intended it all for good. He brought me to this position so I could save the lives of many 
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people.”35 So many of the harmful things that happen to us may be self-inflicted, or 
directed by hostile people, or even Satan. But God, because his purposes and thoughts are 
much higher than ours, takes the suffering, the pain, and the bad experiences we have and 
turns them around in a redemptive way—not only for us, but for others as well. 
Not only is God’s love for us a motivation to promote suicide prevention, but so is 
our love for the lives and well-being of others. “When God set out to redeem and restore 
his fallen creation he intended to renew people’s relations not only to him but also to each 
other.”36 Time and again in Scripture the principle is clear that we are to “love our 
neighbor as ourselves” (Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 4:43-48; Mark 12:28-34; Luke 6:22-
36). In fact, love of God and love of neighbor are inseparable; two sides of the same coin, 
if you will. 
“Some people wrongly assume that Christian love, due to its insistence on love of 
all (including [an] enemy) and constant forgiveness, is incompatible with standing up to 
someone who is harming themselves and others.”37 Nothing could be further from the 
truth. It is precisely because of God’s love in our hearts that compels us to do all that we 
can to promote life and the well-being of others. As the Apostle Paul writes in 1 
Corinthians 13, we have all kinds of special gifts and talents, but if we do not have love, 
we are essentially just noise. We can be great apostles, teachers, theologians, and even 
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good chaplains, but if we do not have love, it all means nothing. Barth said, “Without 
love, theological work would be miserable polemics and a waste of words.”38 
These were not just words that the Apostle Paul wrote to others. It was something 
he believed in his core and put into action through his own life and ministry. Acts 16:25ff 
gives us the account of a suicide that was prevented when Paul and Silas were in a 
Philippian prison. As Paul and Silas celebrated in their chains during a midnight praise 
service, a violent earthquake broke the foundation of the jail and the prison doors came 
open. In verse 27, the Bible says when the jailer woke up and saw the prison doors open, 
he drew his sword to take his own life because he assumed the prisoners had all escaped. 
But Paul, seeing what was about to happen, intervened. In verse 28, it informs us that 
Paul shouted, “Don’t harm yourself! We are all here!” When the jailer got some light and 
realized everyone was still there, he fell at their feet and asked how he could be saved. 
That night, he and all of his family were baptized because of their newfound faith in the 
Lord Jesus Christ as Savior. Paul and Silas’ suicide intervention with this Philippian jailer 
not only saved his life, but the rest of his family as well. Of this incident, Albert Hsu 
writes, “Paul’s model of suicide prevention is one we can follow today. He intervened in 
the jailer’s crisis. He stopped him from harming himself. He gave him a reason to live. 
We can do the same.”39  
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John Wesley firmly believed that “Anyone renewed by God’s love and given the 
gift of faith could not resist sharing the love he had received.”40 Further, he insisted it is 
“only faith working through love that was true faith, a ‘lively, saving principle’; its aim 
was to actualize love among all people.” Many scholars legitimately argue, “The essence 
of Wesley’s understanding of the content of sanctification is to be seen in terms of 
love.”41 All Christians are called by the Apostle Paul in Galatians 5:6 to live out our 
“faith expressing itself through love.” In this sense, love is outreach. “It destroys 
indifference, isolationism, the pride that cuts off fellowship, partiality, aloofness, 
exclusiveness.”42 True love, as Christ intends, is losing oneself in others. As chaplains, 
we are called to live out this love for the lives of all people by helping to promote people 
living for the well-being of others. 
Stanley Hauerwas ties the commitment to one another in community as a 
significant reason against suicide. He writes, “One should not commit suicide because of 
one’s duty to others in the community. People should not be viewed as atomistic 
individuals who are unconnected to other. Rather, people live in systems … existence 
depends on interaction with others.”43 In other words, people are like a line of dominoes. 
If one falls down it has an effect on another domino and on down the line. The same is 
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true of the connection with people. When a person takes their own life via suicide, it has 
an extremely long-term negative effect on other people. When I was a chaplain a Wright-
Patterson Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio, I had a retired couple in the congregation who 
lost their young son years ago to suicide. When I spoke with them about their son, it 
seemed as tender an issue as if it occurred yesterday. I can only imagine how exceedingly 
difficult it is to lose a child, much less to suicide which could have been prevented. 
According to the teachings of the Roman Catholic Church, “Suicide contradicts 
the natural inclination of the human being to preserve and perpetuate his life. It is gravely 
contrary to the just love of self.” The Catholic Catechism even takes it a step further by 
writing that suicide “likewise offends love of neighbor, because it unjustly breaks the ties 
of solidarity with family, nation, and other human societies to which we continue to have 
obligations. Suicide is contrary to love for the living God.”44 Effective suicide prevention 
must always include efforts to convince people that their existence and well-being is not 
only good for them but also for their relationships and the broader community as well. 
Suicide is much more difficult to contemplate carrying on to completion when the long-
term negative impact on those you love is fully considered. 
John Wesley believed that loving God and one’s neighbor, while not a means of 
self-justification before God, was “the response of a joyous assurance of having 
experienced God’s love.”45 Therefore, Wesley believed, “Sympathy and courtesy are 
owed even to the most utterly corrupt and depraved, the poor and the outcast, who should 
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be loved for the sake of their Creator and redeemer.”46 What Wesley and the Catholic 
Catechism teaches us is that we are our brother’s keeper (Genesis 4:9). We have a 
responsibility as chaplains and as wingmen to advocate and defend our fellow airmen’s 
lives, even when they are not able to do it for themselves. In Proverbs 24:11-12, the Lord 
tells us, “Rescue those being led away to death; hold back those staggering toward 
slaughter. If you say, ‘But we knew nothing about this,’ does not he who weighs the heart 
perceive it?” The Lord created and calls us to care whether people live or die.  
Social support is such a major protective factor in suicide prevention. Research 
shows that “those who enjoy close relationships cope better with various stresses, 
including bereavement, job loss, and illness, and enjoy better psychological and physical 
health.”47 But it takes time to listen and to get to know people’s stories so we can 
recognize if they are in despair. The Chaplain Corps has to demonstrate this intentionality 
and everyone, at all levels of the Air Force, have to make it a priority to slow down and 
compassionately care about what is going on in people’s lives. 
Historically, the Church has had great periods and examples of individuals and 
groups of believers who banded together to engage and help address the problems of 
society. From the Wesleyan perspective, “exerting Christian influence in the world is the 
God-given responsibility of all who would be the light of the world or the salt of the 
earth.”48 John Wesley believed, “Christianity is essentially a social religion; and that to 
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turn it into a solitary religion, is indeed to destroy it.” Christians (i.e. The Church) cannot 
retreat into introspection or isolation because of the evil in the world. We must be on the 
front lines engaging the problems faced by the common person in society. To put it 
sharply, Wesley contended that those who chose a radical path of separation from society 
cannot be considered Christians at all.49 
John Wesley is an amazing example of a Christian who made addressing 
challenging social concerns of his day central to the living out of his faith. In his book, 
What a Time to Be Wesleyan, David McKenna writes, “John Wesley would feel right at 
home in our turbulent time … he, too, faced the challenge of a society that seemed to be 
spinning out of control.”50 He continues, “Historians tell us 18th-century England was a 
crumbling culture … broken homes, child abuse, alcohol addiction, lewd theater, 
disenfranchised minorities, and impoverished lower classes.” Wesley believed his calling 
as a believer was not only to share the Gospel of Jesus Christ, but it was also to help 
come up with solutions to the problems everyday people faced. 
All of Wesley’s social activities would be inconceivable without the “theology of 
love.” It was precisely his insistence on the indivisibility of the love of God and, as the 
Father of all humanity and who has mercy on all without respect of persons, that 
compelled Wesley to love and to do all he could to address the problems of the common 
person. Further, he believed that it was God’s love alone that gave human beings the 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																				
 
49 Ibid., 126. 
 
 50 David McKenna, What a Time to Be Wesleyan, (Kansas City, MO: Beacon Hill Press, 1999), 
11.	
	
	
	 84 
power to love one another.51 Wesley’s preached God’s love for all humanity, which led 
him to propound the fundamental equal worth of all persons and demand unrestricted 
love for one’s neighbor, especially those in distress. For Wesley, God is holy love. He 
has called us to holiness, but there is no holiness but social holiness. “Loving God and 
one’s neighbors is the Christian’s highest obligation; failing to fulfill this obligation 
blocks the way to happiness.”52 
Wesley’s concept of happiness was best expressed in one his sermons entitled The 
Way to the Kingdom where he exclaimed, “True religion, or a heart right toward God and 
man implies happiness as well as holiness. For it is not only ‘righteousness,’ but also 
‘peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost’… holiness and happiness are one.”53 Similar to St. 
Augustine, Wesley believed that “all persons seek happiness, but most do so in the wrong 
place. In speaking about Eve’s tasting the forbidden fruit, he says her sin was seeking ‘a 
better way to happiness than God had taught her.’”54 But happiness, as Wesley 
understood it, was “not an emotional titillation but a harmony of the whole self.”55 
Holiness should be thought of as “wholiness,” where all of the parts and pieces of our 
own lives and personhood come to wholeness in the holiness and the personhood of Jesus 
reigning supreme.  
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As the Wesley scholar Mildred Bangs Wynkoop writes, “Love is the dynamic of 
Wesleyanism … rather than Wesley representing a theology of holiness, it would be more 
faithful to his major emphasis to call it a theology of love.”56 It was holy love that 
compelled Wesley to endeavor to meet practical needs in all areas of society. Because of 
limited access to health care, Wesley dispensed medicine and treated simple illness 
himself, even though he was not a trained medical doctor.57 Wesley’s decision to help 
relieve people’s physical problems stemmed from the concept he had of the relation of 
the spiritual to the physical and his responsibility as a Christian.58 In one of his letters, he 
wrote, “I gave notice of this to the Society; telling them that all who were ill of chronical 
distempers (for I did not care to venture upon acute) might, if they pleased, come to me 
and I would give them the best advice I could and the best medicines I had.”59  
In effort to assist the poor and unemployed, he created “a loan fund and a system 
for finding jobs.”60 He was also concerned about the lack of proper educational 
opportunities. Due to his vision and determination, “Wesley succeeded in significantly 
advancing the English school system toward providing an adequate elementary education 
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for all the country’s children,” not just the privileged few that were wealthy or of a higher 
social class.61 
Wesley also spoke out against slavery as sinful. He also argued for prison reform 
and challenged the unequal legal treatment of the poor versus the rich. His passion for the 
overall well-being of his fellow humanity (body, mind, and spirit) makes me believe if he 
had been faced with such a high numbers of suicides in the society of his day that he 
would have endeavored to find a way to promote the sanctity of life—helping people to 
find a hope that could bring purpose and meaning to life, even in the face of great pain or 
suffering. I based this on the fact that “the aim of Wesley’s preaching was twofold: to 
lead individuals to renewal through God’s grace in justification and sanctification and 
thus to a meaningful life, and to guide them into activity suited to transform the whole of 
society from within.”62 In short, for Wesley, “Holiness is moral integration, which in man 
requires God as the true center of moral life. Sin is basically the decentralization of this 
integration.”63 This is where character formation and a deeper focus on core values is 
essential. Only when wholeness (true integrity) is sought after in a person’s life can there 
be real character that in turn promotes resilience and the ability to cope with the stressors 
and challenges of life. 
Wesleyan Christians are not the only Christians concerned with the challenges 
facing our world today. There are plenty of non-Wesleyan Christians who are 
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endeavoring to tackle today’s societal problems as well. To start with, the Catholic 
Church has a long history of concern about social ills. Most recently, “since 1891 the 
Church has asserted her ‘citizenship status,’ her right to address the pressing issues facing 
society.”64 Specifically, it created the Social Doctrine of the Church where it addresses 
such concerns as: alienation, consumerism, democracy, developing world challenges, 
development and peace, dignity at work, failed states, family, free markets, globalization, 
human rights, environmental challenges, immigration, role of profit in business, and the 
role of government. On the issue of suicide, the Catholic Church’s doctrine on human 
dignity is of paramount importance. In fact, human dignity is the prime principle of the 
Catholic social doctrine.65 In short, the Catholic view on suicide is that it is wrong 
because it undercuts the dignity of humanity, that all human life is precious and each day 
is a gift from God. 
The liberal mainline Protestant denominations place a strong emphasis on social 
agendas as well. Examples include the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, the 
Presbyterian Church (USA), the Episcopal Church, the American Baptist Churches, the 
United Church of Christ, the Disciples of Christ, and the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church. A common message in these churches is a central concern regarding the biblical 
concept of justice, particularly how the church must advocate for social justice when it 
addresses the social and economic problems in society.  
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While I do not agree with many of their liberal views on social issues (e.g. pro 
choice, pro same gender relationships, etc.), I do have tremendous admiration for their 
sincere passion for the poor and the marginalized of society. They remain steadfastly 
committed to helping the oppressed and downtrodden find a way towards hope for new 
life and personal fulfillment. For example, the Episcopal Church addresses poverty by 
providing “jubilee ministry grants” and “domestic poverty grants” designed to fulfill the 
calling in Luke 4:18-19 “to preach good news to the poor, to proclaim release to the 
prisoners and recovery of sight to the blind, to liberate the oppressed, and to proclaim the 
year of the Lord’s favor.”66 
Specifically, in terms of suicide prevention for teens, I found a statement from the 
Presbyterian Church (USA) that is a good example of the mainline churches’ approach to 
this issue. “It is our prayer that no young person ever be in an emotional or mental place 
where suicide is their only option, or even an option for coping with what is going on in 
their life.”67 While the mainline Christian denominations might be more open to assisted 
suicide for elderly and terminally ill individuals, I believe there should be great consensus 
among chaplains from the mainline denominations against suicide involving military age 
airmen. 
When it comes to the conservative Evangelical denominations of Christians, due 
to their congregational-led polity, each church determines which societal issues it will 
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address. Examples of the evangelical Christian churches include, Assemblies of God, 
Southern Baptist Church, Independent Baptists, Church of Christ, Church of God, Church 
of the Nazarene, Pentecostal, Non-denominational. In these denominations in general, 
there is traditionally a tremendous focus first and foremost on personal evangelism, 
particularly on international missions and world evangelism. When it comes to 
addressing domestic social issues, the main effort has been preaching and teaching 
against abortion, same-sex relationships, alcohol, sex outside of marriage, and any other 
activity deemed out of bounds for a holy lifestyle. In general, most efforts at addressing 
the problems of the poor and oppressed largely take a back seat to worship services 
where the focus is on the proclamation of the Gospel and preaching against sin. There 
are, of course exceptions. In his book Christianity and Socio-cultural Issues, Rhodian 
Munyenyembe states, “While it is true that for some time it was largely mainline 
churches that were seen to be serious with social services, of late significant social 
contributions are being made by Christians who belong to charismatic type of 
spirituality.”68 
Another prime example of an evangelical church that has remained fully engaged 
with the problems of society is the Salvation Army. While red donation kettles manned 
by Santa Clauses at Christmas time and soup kitchens in big cities may immediately 
come to mind, the Salvation Army is an actual church. “Its message is based on the Bible. 
Its ministry is motivated by the love of God. Its mission is to preach the gospel of Jesus 
																																								 																				
 68 Rhodian G. Munyenyembe, Christianity and Socio-cultural Issues: The Charismatic Movement 
and Contextuallization of the Gospel in Malawi (African Books Collective, 2011), 96. 
 
	
	
	 90 
Christ and to meet human needs in His name without discrimination.”69 The ministry of 
the Salvation Army continues to be a powerful Christian force addressing the problems 
faced by the most vulnerable in our societies, both here in the United States and around 
the globe. 
Similarly, Samaritan’s Purse, while not officially a church, is an evangelical 
organization committed to providing international relief. Their scriptural calling is from 
the story of the Good Samaritan found in Luke 10:30-37. For more than forty years, 
Samaritan’s Purse has done its utmost to follow the example of the Good Samaritan and 
Christ’s commandment to “Go and do likewise.” In the name of Jesus Christ, they 
provide food, medicine, and other assistance to the world’s poor, sick, and suffering.70 
A powerful ministry of Samaritan’s Purse is a program for wounded military 
servicemen and women called Operation Heal Our Patriots. The stress placed on the 
marriages after a veteran comes home from war with permanent injuries, both mentally 
and physically, is immense. Many of these veterans contemplate suicide instead of 
continuing to live with their life-changing injuries. As of the final editing of this doctoral 
project, the Veteran’s Administration estimates that an average of 22 military veterans 
die by suicide every day.71 Since 2012, thanks to the generosity of donors, Operational 
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Heal Our Patriots provides these military couples an all-expense paid trip to a retreat 
complex in Alaska where retired chaplains and trained counselors help these couples find 
love again for life and each other. Then, even after the retreat concludes, the ministry 
continues because an aftercare team provides ongoing support and care for years to 
come.72 
 Since Air Force chaplains and airmen come from all possible faith groups, it is 
important to review different non-Christian theological traditions in an effort to reveal 
how all chaplains, regardless of denominational or religious backgrounds, can work 
together to reduce the number of suicides within the military. It is my contention that all 
chaplains and airmen, regardless of their different theologies or core values, believe that 
no good comes from airmen killing themselves as a method of escaping from problems. 
In order to get a broad and representative sample of different religions and beliefs held by 
chaplains and airmen, the following belief groups will be examined: Judaism, Islam, 
Buddhism, Hinduism, and Atheism 
Emile Durkheim, a secular Jew, writes, “Common morality reproves [suicide].”73 
According to Rabbi Louis Jacobs, “Suicide is considered to be a grave sin both because it 
is a denial that human life is a divine gift and because it constitutes a total defiance of 
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God’s will for the individual to live the lifespan allotted to him.”74 Additionally, “Suicide 
has always been forbidden by Jewish law, except for three specific cases. If one is being 
forces by someone to commit murder, forced to commit an act of idolatry, or forced to 
commit adultery or incest.”75 Clearly, in Judaism, suicide is one of the most serious of 
sins. In an effort to prevent suicide, Judaism endeavors to promote the following 
protective factors: “strong self-esteem, impulse control, coping skills, social skills (i.e. 
communication skills, anger management, etc.), hope for the future, optimism, reasons 
for living, a healthy lifestyle, and a willingness to seek help.”76 
Like other Abrahamic religious (Judaism and Christianity), “Islam views suicide 
strictly as sinful and detrimental to one’s spiritual journey.”77 However, a natural 
question to ask is what about a terrorist who carries out a so-called suicide bombing in 
the name of Islam. According to the Muslim Public Affairs Council, there is an unpopular 
view in Islam that “such acts are instead considered a form of martyrdom.”78 Still, there 
are other Muslims who state that those involved in the killing of the innocent are 
wrongdoers and transgressors. Regardless of the minority of people who, in the name of 
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Islam, carry out terrorist attacks, it appears clear in the case of a Muslim airman taking 
his or her life alone, that such an action is forbidden in Islam. “God is the author of life 
and it is only He who could take life or tell human beings under what conditions a life 
should be taken such as in punishment for murder and spreading destruction and havoc in 
the land.”79 According to the Qur’an 4:29-4:30, it states: “But let there be amongst you 
traffic and trade by mutual good-will: nor kill (or destroy) yourselves: for verily God hath 
been to you Most Merciful! If any do that in rancor or injustice, soon shall we cast them 
into the fire: and easy it is for God.” 
“According to Buddhism, our past heavily influences our present. Furthermore, 
what an individual does in the present moment influences his or her future, in this life or 
the next.”80 This concept is commonly referred to by Buddhists as karma as it was taught 
by Gautama Buddha. To break out of the suffering experienced in this present world, 
Buddhists contend, “One must realize their true nature, by enlightenment in the present 
moment; this is Nirvana…the first precept is to refrain from the destruction of life 
(including one’s self), suicide is clearly considered a negative form of action.”81 The rare 
exception to the mainstream Buddhist stance against suicide are the occasional so called 
“honor suicides” that Buddhist monks carry out to protest the People’s Republic of 
China’s occupation of Tibet.  
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Again, while Buddhism teaches that one should not take a life, there is some 
academic discussion about circumstances where the Buddha may have condoned suicide. 
One possible option is for religious reasons. The key for the allowance of suicide in 
Buddhism, such as “honor suicides,” is the fact that adherents to Buddhism are not 
monolithic. While “Buddhism teaches virtuous precepts; it does not issue 
commandments.”82 So, there is much that can be left to individual interpretation. 
Similarly, “in Hinduism, murdering one’s own body is considered equally sinful 
as murdering another.”83 Additionally, “Hindus believe that human life is very precious, 
which is attained after hundreds and thousands of births and provides a unique 
opportunity to each individual to make a quantum jump into higher plans of existence or 
attain immortality.”84 Consequently, it would be a serious mistake to commit suicide in 
an effort to escape responsibilities because it would bring significant distress to others. 
For example, when suicide occurs in a family in India, it “brings social stigma and bad 
reputation to the family members and they have to live with that for a long time.”85 In an 
effort to prevent suicide, Hinduism teaches several key principles: 1) know that life upon 
earth is a rare opportunity and should not be wasted, 2) practice yoga and other spiritual 
methods to cultivate positive thoughts, 3) find a purpose greater than yourself, 4) read 
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books on spirituality or find a spiritual guru for guidance and help, 5) cultivate 
detachment, devotion and inner purity and draw your mind to your inner self, 6) practice 
mental renunciation to bear with pain, suffering, disappointments and negativity, and 7) 
think of helping others or working for a social or environmental cause.86 
With that said, it is common knowledge that the practice of sati (self-immolation) 
and jauhar (mass suicide) was also prevalent among Hindus. These trends are “reflective 
of the traditional attitude of Hinduism towards suicide. In general, Hinduism condemns 
suicide, but in specific instances accepts it as a meritorious act of self-sacrifice.”87 A key 
difference made by Hindus is making a distinction as to intention or purpose. Again, 
some Hindus will argue that while “suicide as a selfish act is evil, but suicide as a selfless 
act is sacred and liberating.”88 Similar to Buddhism, while Hinduism does not encourage 
or teach suicide as acceptable, it does seem to make allowances for it under certain 
conditions.  
Even though there are currently no atheist chaplains endorsed to be official 
military chaplains, it is important to consider the atheist’s perspective on suicide since 
there are atheist airmen in the Air Force. First, atheists tend to distinguish between moral 
and immoral suicides. From the atheist perspective, it is permissible to pursue moral 
suicide such as “euthanasia to escape destruction of the mind or intolerable incurable 
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pain.”89 Or, another example of a moral suicide would be for altruistic reasons such as 
laying down one’s life for a friend. Taking ones’ life because of depression or another 
mental illness would be immoral because the basis for the suicide is irrational. Rajat 
Khanduja, a self-proclaimed Atheist, shared the following as to why he is against suicide: 
“It’s religion which offers the promise of a great afterlife in one form or another. Atheists 
don’t belief in afterlife so … I have nothing to look forward to after death. I’d rather live 
and see what life has to offer than be dead.”90 He cites further reasons against suicide: “1) 
your death would do more harm than good, 2) suicide is a way of accepting defeat, 3) life 
is unpredictable; it might just get better if you hold on a little longer, and 4) today’s 
sorrow is tomorrow’s memory!”91 Clearly, an atheist airman has just as much reason to 
live, if not more so, than religious airmen. 
After this review of theologies from the Christian view as well as those of 
different religious and even atheists, it is clear that chaplains and airmen from all 
different sets of beliefs can come together to strengthen suicide prevention programs and 
activity in the Air Force. Whether one believes in a God of love or not God at all, we can 
unite together in the cause of loving our fellow airmen. Through this love and special 
bond we share as airmen, we must do all we can to challenge one other to consider the 
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amazing gift that life is. With an unyielding desire to challenge one another to be airmen 
of strong and noble character, we can do much to strengthen our personal character, 
whether based on our spiritual beliefs or just our commitment to serve with integrity, 
honor, and excellence. It is through strong social support of serving together as airmen of 
great character that will help us make better choices, both in our careers and our personal 
lives. In so doing, building up and strengthening our character will do much to help 
airmen cultivate meaning and purpose in life. This sense of belonging, meaning, and 
purpose that comes along with strengthened character will do much in convincing airmen 
that life is always worth choosing over suicide.
	 
 
 
 
 
PART THREE 
PRACTICE 
	
	
	99 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4 
GOALS AND PLAN 
  
 The purpose of Chapter 4 is to establish the theological implications from a 
Christian perspective as well as a variety of different faith groups on the importance of 
suicide prevention. Airmen will be educated that people are meant to have a purpose in 
life and to enjoy the passion of being alive through healthy relationships. Next, this 
chapter will outline the goals and content of the Chaplain Corps’ efforts as a significant 
participant in the Air Force’s suicide prevention efforts. The target audience will be 
airmen who recently graduated from Air Force Basic Military Training. Chaplains, 
chaplain assistants, chaplain candidates, chaplain corps civilian employees and 
contractors and a few volunteer parish lay leaders, most of whom are military retirees, 
will lead this effort on suicide prevention from a holistic viewpoint. 
As indicated in the previous chapter of this project, there are theological 
implications for Air Force chaplains, even from a wide variety of different 
denominational and religious backgrounds, such that we can come together and provide a 
multi-dimensional suicide prevention effort led by Chaplain Corps members. A key 
theological tenet shared by the major faith groups represented in the Air Force is a 
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fundamental belief that life is sacred. In their guidebook, The Role of Faith Communities 
in Suicide Prevention, Timothy Doty and Sally Spencer-Thomas write, “the concept that 
life is valued highly is a shared theme throughout the major religions of the world. 
Catholicism, Protestantism, Islam, Buddhism, Judaism all seek to promote the supreme 
value of life.”1 They also argue that “research points to the fact that being a part of a 
community that believes in a value system that promotes life has the effect of increasing 
positive, life affirming choices.”2 
 There are serious shortcomings with the Air Force having Mental Health as the 
primary office of responsibility for suicide prevention. Instead, the responsibility for 
suicide prevention should be officially restructured to be a shared responsibility between 
the medical community and the Chaplain Corps. Suicide prevention is a complicated 
issue and requires a multi-dimensional approach. To be sure, there is a mental health 
component, but there are also physical, social, and spiritual components. Michael Stone, 
a self-proclaimed progressive secular humanist, argued against the Air Force Academy 
Cadets end their oath with “so help me God” by saying: “there can be no freedom of 
religion without freedom from religion.”3 While spirituality can take so many different 
forms, not just religious, it is pure folly to try to ignore that suicide has a spiritual 
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dimension. That is why the Chaplain Corps has to have a leading role in suicide 
prevention.  
 We live in a troubled world. There are forces of evil that want to cause harm and 
destruction. The military lives with a constant awareness of this reality globally, but it is 
also true on a personal level. In an effort to describe how these attacks manifest 
themselves in people’s personal lives, a blogger created a website called The Suicide 
Project where people can share their suicide stories with others. One such entry on this 
website is entitled the “Dark Night of the Soul.”4 This sentiment is such a vivid 
expression of how many people feel who struggle with pain and consequently have 
thoughts of harming themselves. 
 The purpose of the Chaplain Corps’ involvement in suicide prevention must not 
only be about the theological implications of what happens to people when they die by 
suicide. As Lewis Smedes writes: “we should worry less about whether Christians who 
have killed themselves go to heaven, and worry more about how we can help people like 
them find hope and joy in living.”5 He goes on: “Our most urgent problem is not the 
morality of suicide but the spiritual and mental despair that drags people down to it.”6 
This must be the theological imperative and mission of the Air Force Chaplain Corps as it 
relates to suicide prevention. We have to work together with fellow helping agencies to 
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assist airmen in finding hope and joy in life through purpose, meaning, and value. In spite 
of the challenges, pain, and suffering that everyone experiences at some point, life has 
intrinsic value and must not be something that we throw away because we are seeking an 
escape. On this point, Smedes makes a great observation: “Our culture is a syndicate of 
escapes from the anxieties our culture causes. But there is a catch: we cannot overcome 
anxiety by escaping it.”7 
Simply put, the spiritual domain of life cannot be ignored forever. If there is to be 
peace in our individual lives, the spiritual domain must be addressed. In his Confessions, 
St. Augustine said, “You made us for you, and our hearts are restless until they rest in 
you.”8 Human beings are fundamentally restless. We are always hungering for more, and 
never seem to be fully satisfied. There is a sense in all of us that we are not yet where we 
are destined to be. That is, we all desire a deeper sense of fulfillment. The critical issue is 
what or whom do we trust to help us find that deeper fulfillment. Many people place their 
hope on a relationship with another human being and when it falls apart, life somehow 
seems no longer worth living. The immense hurt of broken relationships causes far too 
many cases of suicides in the Air Force. As chaplains, we have to continually educate 
airmen that other people can never fully satisfy our deepest yearnings. Social connections 
are vital and important, but so is our spiritual connection to a purpose much higher than 
ourselves. Our restlessness does not need to end in despair, but in hope as we search for a 
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higher purpose. One of our key goals as a Chaplain Corps as we promote spiritual fitness 
and resilience is to remind airmen that a major purpose in life is to remain hopeful and to 
find as much happiness as possible. Fortunately, “the U.S. government recognizes the key 
role of faith-based leaders and communities in its 2012 National Strategy for Suicide 
Prevention: Goals and Objectives for Action report.”9 
   In 2013, the Air Force officially adopted the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
definition of spiritual fitness: “spiritual fitness refers to the ability to adhere to beliefs, 
principles, or values needed to persevere and prevail in accomplishing missions.”10 
Defined as such, spirituality is more than just religion. Spirituality applies to people of 
faith and people of no faith because “spirituality may be defined more broadly as the 
search for understanding and connection to beliefs and values that give meaning to a 
person’s life.”11 The spiritual dimension applies to everyone regardless of belief system 
because it addresses issues related to purpose and finding personal fulfillment that 
ultimately helps to bring hope. 
 Our goal as Chaplain Corps members is to help train airmen to see life as valuable 
and purposeful as God sees it. Far too many people today, airmen included, feel that 
because of painful life experiences, unfulfilled expectations, and a loss of hope “that their 
life, their existence is like that of a beast of burden.” Chaplains have an obligation and a 
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tremendous opportunity to let people know that there is indeed more to life than this and 
there is no need to give in to despair. As human beings created in the image of God, we 
have a high calling and a greater purpose. As Jesus told us in Matthew 22:37, we are to 
“love the Lord our God with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength and our neighbor as 
our self.” Strengthening our spiritual resilience helps us find our meaning and purpose 
and also strengthens the value we place on our lives. 
 A study was conducted of nursing home patients and it found that the residents 
who were “given the responsibility of caring for a houseplant were happier, more active 
and lived longer than the control group…suicidal people also need meaning even more 
than nursing home residents.”12 As chaplains and Air Force leaders, an integral part of 
suicide prevention is helping airmen find meaning and purpose in their lives. People do 
not live long unless they have both of these essential ingredients to healthy living. People 
have to have a reason to keep going. Otherwise, hope fades quickly. Speaking of hope, as 
Chaplain Corps personnel, we must be the chief promoters of hope in the Air Force. After 
all, “hope in the Bible is as central as faith and love (1 Corinthians 13:13). It is 
confidence in a more positive future based in our faithful certainty of God.”13  
 Technology is a great strength of the U.S. Air Force. It has been that way from its 
founding in 1947. Air Force leaders in every successive generation believe that more 
technologically advanced weapon platforms makes air power more effective. To a point, 
this belief has been true. But like a great many things, our greatest strengths can also be 
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our greatest weakness. The Air Force emphasis on technology now coupled with 
society’s obsession with social technology (smart phones, smart tablets, social media, 
etc.) means people are spending more time on virtual ways of connecting instead of face-
to-face personal connections. This reality is not helping us in the fight to reduce our 
suicide numbers. We have to endeavor to find ways to connect airmen without using 
technology. This is a key point of C3 (Character Counts Classes) that active listening to 
someone and showing how much you care is a critical part of suicide prevention as well 
as good leadership. 
 In his book Why People Die by Suicide, Thomas Joiner writes, “The desire to die 
by suicide occurs if two fundamental ‘superordinate’ human needs are frustrated: the 
need to belong and the need to ‘feel effective with or to influence others.’”14 Another key 
factor of suicide prevention in the Air Force has to be a concentrated effort to foster a 
sense of belonging. Joiner adds, “My view is that this need to belong is so powerful that, 
when satisfied, it can prevent suicide even when perceived burdensomeness and the 
acquired ability to enact lethal self-injury are in place.” The Air Force Chaplain Corps is 
in a great position to promote a sense of belonging among our airmen. Since “religion 
protects against suicide, pastors, chaplains, and pastoral counselors play a unique role in 
teaching people to protect themselves from suicide by building lives worth living, with 
meaningful purpose and belongingness,” because these factors all help prevent suicide.15  
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 The chief purpose of the Chaplain Corps’ involvement in suicide prevention is 
centered on strengthening resilience in airmen, which should lead to less suicides. Studies 
on suicide prevention reveal that “resiliency and coping skills can reduce the risk of 
suicide. Research also suggests that coping skills can be taught.”16 Specifically, 
researchers suggest programs that successfully promote protective factors against suicide 
tend to include the focus on the following:  “self-efficacy, interpersonal problem-solving, 
self-esteem, and social support.”17 One such suicide prevention program specifically 
designed for tenth grade students was entitled “Life Management Skills.”18 The 
overarching purpose was to increase coping skills and decrease levels of hopelessness. 
 Again, the way I am suggesting to promote resiliency and strengthening coping 
skills in airmen is by a renewed emphasis on character and character building in our 
airmen, starting with airmen right out of Basic Military Training. Having a strong and 
noble character does not just help in the prevention of suicide, but it helps us make wise 
and better choices in all aspects of our lives both a work and personally.  
 In terms of the content and structure of “C3” program utilized by Air Force 
Chaplain Corps, I start with a discussion on whether the Air Force and the American 
people expect airmen to be people of character. In fact, my opening question is: True or 
False: The Air Force expects us to be men and women of strong and noble character? I 
then facilitate a discussion about whether our Air Force core values (integrity, service, 
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excellence) are connected to our character. Next, I facilitate discussion in the class about 
what they feel are the essential attributes of a person with good and moral character and 
how we acquire and strengthen our character. My overarching idea is that being a person 
of strong character is of immense value because it helps us make better choices both in as 
airman and individuals. 
 Lewis Smedes, in his book entitled A Pretty Good Person, writes, “We do not fail 
because we lack codes to guide our ethics, we fail because we lack character.”19 Our 
actions have consequences. We need make sure our actions flow out of our character. As 
Luke 6:45 instructs us, it is “Out of the overflow of the heart [that] the mouth speaks.”20 
Therefore, we need to make sure we are doing everything we can to build up a good, 
moral character. Again, this is why the Air Force core values are so important. They must 
not be just mere slogans on our military challenge coins and posters, but they must 
become ingrained into the very core of who we are as airmen: integrity first, service 
before self, and excellence in all we do. There is no way that suicide, ending your life at 
your own hands, is ever an option to the person who lives by these core values. 
 A crucial component of good character is courage. Unfortunately, “One Christian 
discipline we don’t hear much about is courage. But the Christian life requires courage … 
survivors of a suicide attempt need the courage to face their pain.”21 Smedes endeavors to 
provide us with additional attributes of good, moral character: “gratitude, guts, simple 
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integrity, self-control, discernment, and fair love.”22 On the subject of gratitude, Smedes 
declares, “St. Paul told us that most of the malignancies that cramp the human spirit 
slither out of a swamp of ingratitude.”23 We must smile more and cultivate an attitude of 
gratitude. No matter what, if one looks hard enough, there is always something for which 
to be grateful. Having a grateful heart makes us feel better. As Smedes puts it, “gratitude 
is our gladness.”24  
 Only once a solid effort has been made to address the importance and the value of 
character can the discussion in C3 then switch to educate the airmen on the fallacy of 
suicide. The following question is asked of each class. What does suicide really solve? 
Anything? In fact, it creates more problems than it proposes to solve. For one thing, it 
leaves an incredible wound in the people left behind. I ask them to think about the impact 
that taking your life would have on your parents, your children, or your closest friends. 
While some people may want to inflict pain on their parents or friends because they 
experience rejection or betrayal from them as a way of getting even, as illogical as that 
may be, most people do not want to hurt the people they love. Sure, the pain of a person 
who takes his or her own life may have stopped. Or, has it? How can we be sure since we 
can no longer communicate with those who are dead? However, one thing is for sure, the 
pain of the loved ones left behind continues and often lasts a lifetime. 
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 Next in the C3 class, an effort is made to teach that life is always worth living, 
even in difficult times. The goal here is to help them to start developing their own 
theology of suffering. To start with, a fundamental question that needs to be addressed 
when people are suffering is: can pain possibly have meaning? Unfortunately, our 
Western, American culture today seems to deny that there is any value in suffering.25 
Suffering is to be avoided. Just give me a pill or a quick fix that will make my hurt or 
problem go away. In her book on Suffering, Dorothy Soelle describes society’s attitude in 
this way, “From suffering nothing is learned and nothing is to be learned.”26 In contrast, 
if we possess a good theology of suffering it will remind us that affliction and suffering 
can serve as “a means of training used by God’s salutary love.”27 This is not to suggest 
that God is somehow a sadist and takes great joy in our suffering. Quite the contrary, God 
himself hurts when we hurt as indicated in Isaiah 53:3 and Psalm 56:8. Furthermore, we 
have to realize that “both joy and suffering are normative Christian experiences (1 Peter 
4:12 and 2 Corinthians 1:8) and living a triumphant Christian life means managing 
suffering, not having a suffering-free life (Philippians 2:27-28).”28 As Niebuhr writes in 
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his book The Responsible Self, “Responsibility affirms: ‘God is acting in all actions upon 
you. So respond to all actions upon you as to respond to his action.”29 
 As we think about our suffering, it is important to remember that Jesus himself 
suffered when he was in bodily form on the earth. For example, Matthew 26:38 
demonstrates this when Jesus, in the Garden of Gethsemane, says, “My soul is very 
sorrowful, even to death.” Jesus cried out to God the Father seemingly asking that he 
would be spared the agony before him. “But to this plea he receives no answer. God is 
silent, as he has been so often in the history of mankind, and Jesus remains alone with his 
repeated cry, his fear of death, his insane hope, his threatened life.”30  
 So many people suffering today can resonate with Jesus’ experience of receiving 
the “silent treatment” from God and even feeling forsaken by God to wallow in suffering. 
Such as when Jesus cried the Psalmist’s words from the cross in Matthew 27:46 when he 
said, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” Similarly, the Apostle Paul wrote 
significantly throughout the New Testament about the value of sharing in the sufferings 
of Christ (e.g. Romans 8:17 & 2 Corinthians 1:5). His point is that “God is always with a 
man in suffering.”31 He is present with us in our suffering and promised many times in 
Scripture that he will “never leave us nor forsake us.” Somehow, if we continue to keep 
our trust in him, he will bring us through it one way or another. If we stay surrendered to 
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Him, he will recreate us more into His character as we walk with him through the trials 
and pain that this life sometimes brings. 
 As an example, consider the different choices made by Judas Iscariot and Simon 
Peter, both members of Jesus’ twelve disciples, after the betrayal of Jesus.32 Judas chose 
to kill himself, but Peter did not. Perhaps Judas had a tremendous amount of guilt after he 
saw Jesus arrested and the brutal treatment he received leading up to the crucifixion. 
Maybe Judas thought he could call Jesus’ bluff, so to speak, that when confronted with 
arrest and the prospect of torture and death at the hands of the Roman authorities Jesus 
would ultimately exert his political authority and establish an earthly kingdom. Luke 
22:49 tells us, “When Jesus’ followers saw what was going to happen, they said, ‘Lord, 
should we strike with our swords?’” When Jesus quickly put a stop to any violent 
resistance, perhaps Judas ultimately realized it was not going to work out that way. 
Consequently, I think he was so overcome with the guilt of what he had done to Jesus 
that it left him completely hopeless, and unfortunately, he chose to kill himself. Matthew 
27:3 tells us, “When Judas, who had betrayed him, saw that Jesus was condemned, he 
was seized with remorse and returned the thirty silver coins to the chief priests and the 
elders. ‘I have sinned,’ he said, ‘for I have betrayed innocent blood.’…then he went away 
and hanged himself.” 
 Now, contrast Judas Iscariot’s actions with that of Simon Peter. After denying that 
he even knew Jesus three times, as Jesus predicted, Matthew 26:75b says, “And he 
[Peter] went outside and wept bitterly.” A critical factor that led to the different decisions 
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by the two men had to do with their character. Our character has a huge influence over 
the decisions that we make. In terms of Peter’s character, he had made a confession of 
faith in Matthew 16:16 when he declared of Jesus, “You are the Christ, the Son of the 
Living God.” In turn, this led to Jesus’ statement about the character of Peter in Matthew 
16:17ff, “Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah … you are Peter, and on this rock I will 
build my church and the gates of Hades will not overcome it.” To be sure, Peter has his 
moments of weakness where he wavered in his faith because he did not always 
understand Jesus. However, Peter’s character enabled him to ultimately persevere and 
never completely lose his confidence in Jesus. In terms of Judas’ character, on the other 
hand, we read in John 13:27ff that during the Last Supper, “As soon as Judas took the 
bread, Satan entered into him … he went out. And it was night.” John’s descriptive way 
of writing about Judas allows us to sense the darkness and evil that had corrupted his 
character which would lead him to betray Jesus and ultimately lead him to such despair 
that he would chose death instead of life. 
 In her book Preventing Suicide, Karen Mason shares some practical suggestions 
for increasing cognitive skills and problem solving in a moment of crisis. First, write 
down reasons to live (like counting your blessings). Second, create a hope kit that 
contains this list of reasons to live and also a collection of meaningful mementos. Third, 
create small coping cards with ideas to do or statements to tell oneself in crisis.33 These 
are tremendous examples of the types of strategies that airmen can employ in an effort to 
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strengthen their coping skills to deal with the challenges and crisis that inevitably come in 
life. Helping airmen to develop and utilize coping strategies such as these mentioned here 
are critical to reducing the number of suicides. To be effective, these coping strategies 
should be ones that are focused on solving and managing a problem and regulating one’s 
emotional responses.34   
 Additionally, Mason outlines six factors that protect against suicide and coincide 
perfectly with the mission of the Air Force Chaplain Corps: 1) support by family, friends 
and significant others, 2) the presence of an intimate partner, 3) church attendance, 4) 
religion promotes effective coping with stress, 5) coping strategies focused on solving 
and managing a problem and regulating one’s emotional responses, and 6) having reasons 
for living.35 All of these strategies are discussed as part of the C3 curriculum. 
  In terms of the initial target audience and leadership for the C3 initiative, the 
target audience will be a sampling of airmen who have just graduated from 7.5 weeks of 
the Air Force’s Basic Military Training (hereafter known as “BMT”). The leadership of 
the C3 class will be chaplains, chaplain assistants, chaplain corps civilian employees and 
contractors, as well as volunteer chapel lay leaders, most of whom are retired from the 
Air Force themselves. 
 In conclusion, the purpose of Chapter 4 has been to establish the theological 
implications from both Christian and additional faith group perspectives on the 
importance of suicide prevention. The purpose of C3 is to educate Airmen that they are 
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meant to have a purpose in life and to enjoy the passion of being alive through healthy 
relationships. Next, this chapter outlined the main goals and content of the Chaplain 
Corps’ C3 effort as a major participant in the Air Force’s suicide prevention efforts. The 
target audience is our Air Force’s newest airmen who have just graduated from BMT 
since their age group currently poses the highest risk for suicide in the Air Force. 
Chaplains, chaplain assistants, chaplain corps civilian employees/contractors and our 
parish lay leaders, most of whom are military retirees, will be the leaders of this effort. 
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CHAPTER 5 
 
IMPLEMENTATION 
 
  
 In this chapter, I will present the implementation strategy of how I conducted 
resilience workshops called “C3: Character Counts Classes” designed to serve as the 
Chaplain Corps’ pilot effort to strengthen suicide prevention effectiveness in the Air 
Force. This chapter will also outline the nature of the pilot project, the timeline for the 
project, and how leaders for the workshops will be identified and trained. Next, this 
chapter will outline the resources and support personnel that will be necessary to carry 
out this project. Finally, this chapter will conclude with an explanation of the assessment 
tools utilized in connection with the spiritual resilience workshops and an analysis of the 
results of the project in terms of improving the effectiveness of suicide prevention in the 
Air Force. 
 Originally, my intention was to focus on airmen living in the dorms as my target 
audience for the C3: Character Counts Classes. Again, the dorms house the youngest and 
newest airmen at any given Air Force Base and would be a natural audience given the 
high number of suicides in their age bracket. During my assignments at Wright-Patterson 
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Air Force Base in Dayton, Ohio, and my four years at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, 
Florida, I had many occasions to provide direct ministry to the airmen in the dorm 
population. A key obstacle to getting maximum participation in the C3 workshop is the 
fact that base leadership was unwilling to make attendance at these workshops 
mandatory. Since it is led by the Chaplain Corps and therefore may have an element of 
faith, airmen have to come on a voluntary basis. At both of these previous bases of 
assignment I struggled to get a decent turnout at other chapel classes I taught, so it was 
difficult to find a consistent group of airmen that could attend my pilot program. 
 Then, in the providence of God, I received an assignment to Lackland Air Force 
Base at Joint Base San Antonio, Texas. San Antonio is the home to the Air Force’s Air 
Education and Training Command, the organization that is responsible for all education 
and training for the Air Force. Furthermore, instead of being assigned to a typical chapel 
setting with retirees and families, I got assigned to be the Branch Chief chaplain, or head 
chaplain, for the Air Force’s Basic Military Training. All of the Air Force’s enlisted corps 
begin their Air Force careers at Lackland. In fact, the Air Force has been tasked with 
accessing and training 39,000 new airmen in 2016 alone. That means that nearly every 
week we receive on average 800 men and women desiring to serve in the Air Force.  
Similarly, every week out of fifty weeks per year we graduate approximately 800 brand 
new airmen who have completed the seven-and-a-half-week training period. With such 
an amazingly high numbers of trainees, I could not have been given a better environment 
to conduct my C3 workshops. 
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 Again, the airmen have to come on a voluntary basis. But given that it is basic 
training, the airmen look for any and every opportunity to catch a break from the Military 
Training Instructors (hereafter MTIs) or drill sergeants. So, getting a decent turnout of 
trainees or airmen to chapel sponsored events at Lackland turned out not to be as difficult 
as at a non-training Air Force base—where other ways to incentivize attendance or get 
permission to lead C3 as part of a mandatory event might have to be considered. 
 I began developing my C3 curriculum in earnest during the early spring of 2016. 
My goal was to develop a presentation that would inspire an informal atmosphere where 
the airmen would be grabbed by the material and would eagerly desire to share their 
thoughts. I created an initial Power Point presentation on my own. The bulk of the 
presentation consisted of statements about the importance of character from various 
famous individuals, mostly world leaders or coaches who are no longer alive. Quite 
honestly, and this is something I have challenged the airmen in the C3 classes about, I 
have had a very difficult time finding quotations about character from current celebrities. 
My contention is that character is word that has slipped from the vocabulary of the 
broader American culture, and elsewhere, over the last couple decades. Most of the 
airmen agree by nodding their heads when I make that contention. I also ask them 
whether there is another word or way of describing character that is being used today 
instead. So far, no one has given me any suggestions in terms of how this generation 
might be addressing character issues without using the word character. One airman 
suggested that they the closest thing in today’s culture might be a discussion about having 
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the right or a positive attitude. While attitude can certainly be a part of character, it is not 
the same thing as character.  
 My first presentation for the C3 class consisted of fifteen slides, and I led the 
discussion. There was one other chaplain assisting me and after observing me a couple of 
times, began to feel comfortable leading the discussion about the positive impacts of 
having good character. I also invited a retired Senior Master Sergeant in the Air Force 
who serves on our chapel team to observe. Based on his feedback and also the assisting 
chaplain helping me with the first C3 classes, I was able to add additional material to 
make it a stronger presentation.  
 One of the additions included a clip from a 2002 movie called The Emperor’s 
Club. It is the scene where the professor caught a graduate student cheating on an 
academic competition. When the teacher confronts the cheating student, he challenges 
him that eventually he will regret not having lived a life grounded in moral principles and 
noble character. The student disrespectfully dismisses the professor’s counsel and says he 
lives “in the real world” where the only thing that matters is doing what it takes to get 
what you want and to be successful. The two think they are the only people in the 
restroom where this exchange is taking place. Just then, a toilet flushes and out of a stall 
steps the young son, probably nine or ten years old, of the graduate student. The look on 
the son’s face reveals how completely crushed he was to have heard his father, whom he 
clearly revered and respected, admit to not caring about his lack of character. It is a great 
clip because not only does it make the airmen think about the impact that weak character 
has on the individual, but also on the people whom we love. 
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 As a result of initial feedback from the first several C3 classes, we also decided it 
would be good to have some reflective questions to have the airmen discuss among 
themselves and then share with the entire class. One question asked the airmen how 
having strong character could help them get through BMT. Another question asked them 
to consider how having a noble character could make them better leaders for the Air 
Force. 
  Once I had a chance to teach the C3 classes several times myself along with a 
couple of chapel staff colleagues, I decided to expand the number of chaplains teaching 
the class. I am very privileged as the senior chaplain at BMT to have eight chaplains on 
my team from a wide variety of various faith traditions. I have a Jewish chaplain, a 
Muslim chaplain, an Orthodox Christian chaplain, a Catholic chaplain, an Anglican 
chaplain, a United Church of Christ female chaplain (who also happens to be in a same 
sex marriage), a black gospel-style chaplain, and a Southern Baptist chaplain. Again, it is 
such an awesome privilege to be able to utilize each of these different chaplains in the 
pilot C3 classes and to have the benefit of their diverse perspectives on the importance of 
character in preventing suicide and addressing moral issues facing today’s airmen. 
 The first thing I did was present the material to them in our chapel conference 
room where they viewed the Power Point slides and movie clip. Next, I invited them to 
observe as I taught the class. I very much see the C3 class curriculum as a work in 
progress and continue to remain open to finding ways to make it a better presentation and 
hopefully more effective. As the chaplains got familiar with the basic content and intent 
of the C3 class, I let them know that my material is essentially just a skeletal outline and 
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was by no means the only way of conducting the workshop. I highly encouraged them to 
flesh out the briefing using illustrations and resources from their own tradition if it would 
help them feel more comfortable in driving home the importance of character. 
 The context for the C3 classes came in what BMT calls “Airmen’s Week.” Once 
the airmen graduate from the seven and a half weeks of training at BMT, where they 
learn how to be in the Air Force, they are ready to go to their technical school where they 
learn the skills that will enable them to do their job in the Air Force. This is true for all 
enlisted airmen, whether they are going to be security forces (Air Force police), aircraft 
maintainers, medical technicians, aircrew, intelligence analysts, or other fields. 
“Airmen’s Week” is a one-week transition that allows them a little respite between 
graduation from BMT and heading off to tech school. The intent of the week is to hear 
from mentors of their chosen career field and to take some time to focus on 
professionalism and the importance of core values. Again, God could not have provided 
me a better context in which to begin this C3 pilot program about the benefits that come 
when an airman makes a serious commitment to strengthening character. 
 Airmen’s Week has on average about 800 airmen in attendance each week. After 
consulting with the leadership, the staff at Airmen’s Week was willing to give us one 
hour during the week. The largest room they have for us to use is the Warrior Room that 
seats a little over a hundred people. With that said, the maximum participation we were 
going to be able to get each week is roughly about an eighth of the population at 
Airmen’s Week. Eventually, I would love to come up with a way to reach everyone in 
Airmen’s Week, but it was a good start. 
	
	
	
	
121 
 The Warrior Room was arranged in a classroom style with all the chairs in rows 
facing forward. Given the fact that we would be using slides and showing video clips, we 
did not rearrange the setup. The room was already equipped with a computer, projector, 
screen, and speakers. We were grateful that we did not need to procure them from the 
chapel each week. Additionally, we were thankful that we could conduct these classes 
“on their turf.” Instead of them having to come to the chapel, we were able to meet them 
where they live and work. Maybe this is a subtle point, but the chapel, at least mentally, 
is an artificial environment. Everybody’s nice and on their best behavior at chapel. I hope 
that conducting the C3 class in the unit where they conduct all their activities helps to 
bring home the point that this material is not just for spiritual environments, but for every 
aspect of life both in and out of the Air Force. 
 Since the military environment is naturally so formal, we intentionally made an 
effort to make it a more informal setting. We decided to purchase a popcorn machine and 
also have a cooler full of Capri sun drinks. The smell of freshly popped popcorn was a 
huge attendance booster alone. As trainees for the last seven and half weeks, they have 
only had food from the military dining facility. The popcorn was a welcomed relief and 
always had a huge line. Additionally, to have the popcorn popping served as a great 
analogy for the way I wanted the sessions to go. I did not want the C3 to be a stale lecture 
with information only flowing one way (from the presenter to the airmen). Instead, I 
wanted there to be a free flowing discussion with people randomly and spontaneously 
giving their opinions and sharing their ideas (i.e. popcorn-style interaction). 
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 In terms of financial resources, since the room and A/V equipment were provided 
for us, we did not have to incur a lot of expenses to run the classes. We did have to 
request some appropriate funds (tax payer dollars) to purchase the popcorn machine. 
Then, we had to make sure our annual budget had money to keep the program stocked 
with popcorn supplies (popcorn, oil, salt, bags) and also cases of Capri Sun pouch drinks. 
Additionally, we have also created space in the budget in case we want to purchase door 
prizes, other give away items, or some resources that we may want to hand out. 
 As of the writing of this final chapter, we have conducted seven C3 classes to 
date. The presenters so far have been Air Force chaplains, chaplain assistants, a chaplain 
candidate, a chapel contractor, and a couple chapel volunteers who are retired military 
themselves. The feedback from the presenters continues to be positive, but it is not about 
us. Therefore, we created a survey, which the airmen complete at the end of the C3 class 
(see Appendix A). Originally, I had hoped to be able to get the BMT leadership’s 
permission to teach this class at the beginning of BMT in an effort to establish a baseline 
about the importance of character. Then, I would re-engage the topic at Airmen’s Week 
after they had graduated to survey them again. This survey would check to see if an 
intentional emphasis on character building had better helped them get through BMT or 
even helped reduce suicide ideation (which is a big issue during BMT). However, I was 
only able to get one time slot on the schedule. Another thought was to re-survey them 
after they finished their technical school and get to their first operational assignment in 
the Air Force. To do so would require them being willing to provide me with their names 
and contact information. On a subject as sensitive as suicide prevention, my guess is there 
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would be some reluctance. As it stands right now, the survey in the C3 class is 
anonymous, voluntary, and is not shared with Air Force leadership. 
 In the first section of the C3 survey, I have endeavored to garner some 
demographic information. I ask them to provide their gender (male or female). So far, I 
am only getting male or female responses. Some decline to provide gender. With the 
Department of Defense’s lifting of the transgender ban on July 1 this year, I expect that 
eventually I will get someone who circles both or fills in a different gender type. Out of 
the seven C3 classes taught thus far, 162 have volunteered to complete the survey. It is 
not surprising that since the majority of individuals in the Air Force are males, a majority 
of the participants were male. To be precise, 102 males completed the survey. There were 
forty-five female participants who completed the survey and only fifteen individuals who 
declined to answer the gender question. 
 On the question of age, I gave them three different categories to choose from: 17-
19, 20-29, and 30-39. Indeed, we do have some seventeen year olds who join the military. 
Even though they are seventeen years old and not yet legally adults, they are considered 
“emancipated minors” and accordingly are treated as adults by the military. The 
breakdown according to age of those who completed the survey is as follows. Sixty-one 
airmen were 17-19 years old. A majority, ninety-three, to be exact, were in the 20-29 age 
bracket. Only four identified themselves in the 30-39 age category, and only four 
individuals declined to provide their age.  
An interesting observation with regard to age is that the majority of airmen are not 
coming into the Air Force straight out of high school. Most of them are doing something 
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else (some college, jobs, starting families, etc.) and then decide to enter the Air Force. 
What is significant to me about this fact is that the airmen coming into the Air Force are 
doing so with some important adult life experiences. To be sure, children can carry 
baggage largely from decisions imposed on them during their growing up years by adults. 
We certainly see a lot of that in our counseling sessions as Air Force chaplains. Still, I 
have rarely read an investigation report in the aftermath of a suicide where the primary 
cause was directly cited as issues from childhood. Instead, most the suicides are a result 
of poor choices made as an adult that gets them into trouble and despair, overwhelming 
their coping ability that then causes them to lose all hope and seek a quick end to the pain 
they are experiencing. 
In the ethnicity question, I listed the following six categories: White, Black or 
African American, Hispanic or Latino, American Indian and Alaska Native, Asian 
American, Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander. I also gave them the option to fill-
in the blank beside “other.”  A majority of airmen, eighty-eight to be exact, self-identified 
as White. Forty-one airmen identified themselves as Black or African American. Twenty- 
one identified as Hispanic or Latino. Seven identified as Asian American. Three 
identified as Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander and only two identified as American 
Indian or Alaska Native. Interestingly, no one left this category blank. Everyone provided 
a response unlike what I saw with the gender question. 
The next demographic question on the survey inquired about religion. I offered 
the C3 participants ten different religious groups and again the option to fill-in-the-blank 
beside “other.” The different religious categories listed were Christian, Jewish, Muslim, 
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Buddhist, Hindu, Sikh, Eckankar, Baha’i, Wicca, and Atheist. These groups were listed 
because we currently offer worship services and/or religious education classes for all of 
these groups on Lackland Air Force Base as a part of Joint Base San Antonio. My results 
found that 142 airmen, a clear majority (nearly eighty-eight percent of our participants) 
self-identified as Christians. Six airmen claimed to be Atheist or Humanist. 
Atheist/Humanist weekly meetings are also offered at Lackland AFB. However, they are 
considered a “private organization” (e.g. a club) and as such currently do not fall under 
the auspices of the Air Force Chaplain Corps. (To be sure, there are those who from this 
particular group who are working tirelessly to change this situation.) Furthermore, only 
one airman identified him or herself as a Buddhist and also only one claimed to be 
Agnostic. One airman identified as New Age. One identified as Free Mason for religious 
category and another airmen identified as Spirit Guide. I also only had one who identified 
as a Wiccan and one final airman who just wrote “spiritual” beside “other” for their 
religion. Five airmen claimed “no preference” or “none” in terms of religious 
identification. There were only two airmen who left the religion question blank. 
The next demographics question on the C3 survey inquired about their assigned 
career field in the Air Force or AFSC (Air Force Specialty Code). The majority of the C3 
participants, seventy-three airmen (45%) were going into the Security Forces career field, 
which mean they are going to be Air Force police. It is providential that we had so many 
in our C3 classes going into Security Force because it is currently considered one of three 
high-risk career fields for suicide. The other two high-risk career fields are aircraft 
maintenance and intelligence. With that said, there was no clear second highest category. 
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We did have about six or seven maintainers. The remaining careers fields were listed by 
ones and twos out of a variety of fifty-one different Air Force career fields (e.g. public 
health, weather, medical technician, crew chief, air traffic control, cyber ops, just to name 
a few). 
The final demographics question dealt with what component of the Air Force they 
belonged to: regular active-duty Air Force, Air National Guard, or Air Force Reserve. 
The vast majority, 120 airmen (74% of survey participants) were regular active-duty Air 
Force. Eleven airmen are part of the Air Force Reserve. Eight airmen belong to the Air 
National Guard. Surprisingly, twenty-three airmen declined to indicate their component. 
Once the demographic questions were completed, I asked them to agree or 
disagree with six different statements about character in general, this presentation, and its 
potential to help improve their personal lives/careers and the Air Force at large. In 
responding to my statements, I asked them to rate their response on a scale between one 
and five. A one meant that they strongly disagreed with my statement. A two indicated 
that they just disagreed. A three meant that neither agreed nor disagreed. A four signified 
that they agreed. Finally, a five meant that they strongly agreed. 
The first statement I asked them to agree or disagree with was as follows: 
“Having strong moral character is important to my overall health and well-being.” When 
I averaged all 162 responses, the overall average on a scale between one and five, was 
4.74. The results included the following: four individuals answered one, no one answered 
two, one person assessed the statement as a three, twenty-four people responded with a 
four, and 133 individuals rated the statement as a five. No one declined to respond to this 
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question. I take it from the unanimous response and the high average that the participants 
do agree with my thesis in this project that possessing a strong and noble character goes a 
long way towards strengthening and improving personal health and well-being.        
 The second question I asked in the C3 survey was, “Who/what had the most 
impact in shaping your character?” I gave them seven categories to choose from and 
asked them to check all that applied. I also gave them an opportunity to mark “other” and 
fill in the blank with a personalized answer. The seven categories for the source of their 
character were listed as follows: family of origin, pastor, coach, teacher, neighbor, friend, 
or faith. Of the 127 participants, a clear majority (78%), selected family of origin as 
having the strongest impact on their character development. Fifty respondents said that 
their pastor had influenced the shaping of their character. Forty-six individuals indicated 
that their coach had helped develop their character. Forty-seven participants said it was a 
teacher. Only eighteen members indicated that a neighbor had influenced their character. 
Sixty-three individuals said that a friend had a strong impact on molding their character. 
Eighty respondents pronounced that their faith had helped to shape their character. Not 
surprisingly, the top factors for shaping the participant’s character (in order from highest 
to lowest) were family of origin, faith, friend, pastor, teacher, coach, and then a neighbor. 
There were thirty responses in the “other” category. Here were some examples: mentors, 
boss, military training instructor, martial arts instructor (which probably qualified as a 
coach), “the actions of people I see or idols,” girlfriend, fiancée, wife and child, and 
personal choices. One individual provided a very interesting response to what had most 
shaped his character when he said, “I became the man I’d want my daughter to marry.” 
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 The third question I asked the C3 participants to answer on the survey dealt 
directly with whether they had ever had suicidal thoughts or attempted suicide. Again, 
out of 162 responses, 145 respondents (~90 percent) answered “no.” Only four declined 
to answer the question and thirteen individuals (8 percent) answered “yes.” Of those 
thirteen who answered yes, I asked them to answer the following question, “What was the 
main thing that prevented you for carrying it out?” Here are some of their answers: “Hell 
and people I would leave behind,” “going to counseling and having fellow Christians to 
help me,” “too many people who rely on and need me,” and “my love for God and 
knowing that it is taking a gift he has given me.” Other responses included, “God and my 
mother,” “It’s a selfish decision in my mind, but hopelessness breeds skewed options.” (I 
guess this individual became convinced not to take their life because it would be selfish.) 
Still, others said things like, “Faith & Community,” “I saw what the loss of my brother 
did to my family and I couldn’t put them through it again,” “Friends and loved ones and 
physical fitness,” “love,” “God reminded me he was in control,” “changing the way I see 
life.” 
 The fourth question on the C3 survey was as follows, “A renewed focus on 
making my character count will help me strengthen my ability to make positive choices 
throughout my Air Force career and beyond and also will help me avoid making negative 
choices including violence against myself or others.” When I averaged all 162 responses, 
the overall average on the scale of one to five was 4.68. Here is how it broke down: four 
individuals answered one, no one answered two, four people responded with a three, 
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twenty-eight gave the statement a four, and 125 answered with a five. Only one person 
declined to respond to this question. 
 The fifth question on the C3 survey said the following, “Things that promote and 
strengthen my personal character can serve as a preserving force in my life.” When I 
averaged all 162 responses, the overall average was 4.64. Here is how it broke down: four 
individuals rated the statement as a one, one person answered two, four individuals 
responded with a three, thirty-one people gave the statement a four, and 122 rated the 
statement as a five. No one declined to respond to this question. 
 The sixth and final question on the C3 survey said, “This presentation on 
character is valuable and would be helpful if it was presented in other locations across the 
Air Force.” When I averaged all 162 responses, the overall average was 4.66. The 
responses included the following: four people answered one, no one rated the statement 
as a two, ten people gave it a three, nineteen people rated the statement as a four, and 129 
individuals gave it a five. No one declined to respond to this question. 
In Chapter 5, I presented the implementation strategy of conducting resilience 
workshops called “C3: Character Counts Classes” designed to serve as the Chaplain 
Corps’ pilot effort to strengthen suicide prevention effectiveness in the Air Force. This 
chapter outlined the nature of the pilot project, the timeline for the project, and how 
leaders for the workshops were identified and trained. Next, this chapter outlined the 
resources and support personnel that will be necessary to carry out this project. Finally, 
this chapter concluded with an explanation of the assessment tools utilized in connection 
with the C3 workshops and an analysis of the results of the project in terms of the 
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importance of strengthening character as a means for improving the effectiveness of 
suicide prevention in the Air Force.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS 
  
 One of the last books I read as I was completing this doctoral project was a new 
book on character entitled “The Road to Character” written by New York Times 
editorialist David Brooks. One of the things that I regularly mention in my C3 
presentation is that when I do a Google search trying to find quotations and statements on 
character from famous individuals alive today (actors, athletes, coaches, writers, etc.), I 
have trouble finding any comments. I have no problem finding statements on the 
importance of character historically from ancient times all the way up to the modern era. 
However, when we get into the postmodern era it almost seems as though the word 
“character” has slipped away from our vocabulary. In fact, David Brooks makes this very 
point in his book when he writes, “Usage of words like ‘character,’ ‘conscience,’ and 
‘virtue’ all declined over the course of the twentieth century.”1 So, I was very encouraged 
when I saw that such a well-known and highly respected member of the mainstream news 
media wrote a book about character. At least there are some leaders today who are 
recognizing the negative impact on our society that a lack on emphasis on character and 
character building has had. 
 Therefore, I hold out hope that character is making a comeback. Not only am I 
seeing it being discussed more in books and articles being written today, but also since I 
began this doctoral project back in 2008, I am starting to see the Air Force emphasize 
																																								 																				
 1 David Brooks, The Road to Character, (New York: Random House, 2015), 258. 
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character as well. For example, I was walking through the Reception Center for all Basic 
Military Trainees at Lackland Air Force Base a couple months ago and I came upon a 
sign advertising a new Air Force initiative entitled “Enlisted Character Development 
Series.” Currently, it is only being offered at Joint Base San Antonio once per quarter. 
Again, this is very encouraging and in line with my intentions with this doctoral project 
to find ways that the Chaplain Corps can assist the Air Force in reducing the suicide 
numbers. The benefit of renewed emphasis by everyone on character is that I believe it 
will not only help lower the suicide numbers, but it can also have the positive impact of 
reducing other negative behaviors as well (e.g. domestic violence, workplace violence, 
sexual harassment, sexual assaults, etc.). 
 In terms of the results of the pilot run of the C3 workshops, I think the results are 
overwhelmingly positive. The airmen who attended the C3 classes provided during Basic 
Military Training indicated by their response on the surveys that they believe character is 
important. Again, of the 162 who completed the C3 survey thus far, the overall average 
was 4.74 out of 5 in agreement that “having strong moral character is important to my 
overall health and well-being.” Lest some may think that it was only people of faith who 
believe in the importance of character, let me say from the outset that the response on the 
C3 surveys from atheists and agnostics also rated the importance of character to their 
well-being very high (e.g. usually a four or a five). Whether or not an airman is a person 
of religious/spiritual faith, there is a strong belief among airmen on the importance of 
character and strengthening character as a means to enhance both their personal and 
professional lives. 
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 As David Brooks writes, “We’re not more selfish or venal than people in other 
times, but we’ve lost the understanding of how character is built … we can rediscover 
this moral tradition, relearn this vocabulary of character.”2 Airmen today are aware that 
the culture is not heading in a positive direction. During the C3 workshop, I often ask for 
a show of hands as to whether they think the culture today is heading is a positive or a 
negative direction, or if it is staying about the same. The overwhelming response is 
usually that they feel it is heading in a negative direction. A resurgent interest in the Air 
Force’s focus on character development is the key, I believe, to addressing the majority 
of suicide cases, as well as whole host of problematic behaviors previously mentioned 
that Air Force leaders are struggling to curb. Better character equals better choices, which 
leads to better life satisfaction and a desire to live life to its fullest. There is a definite link 
between positive character development and suicide prevention. 
I believe this generation (the so called Millennials and Mosaics) is hungering for 
something more in life than just jobs so they can buy stuff. They are looking for meaning 
to it all. Deeper discussions on character, like I have been experiencing in the C3 
workshops, afford us the opportunity to have substantive conversations about the purpose 
and meaning of life, and treating ourselves and others with respect and honor. The goal of 
life is not merely the pursuit of happiness, which is so temporal and fleeting. Instead, true 
satisfaction and contentment in life only comes when we press toward a deeper level of 
existence where we find joy. I like how Brooks describes it when he writes, “We can 
																																								 																				
 2 Ibid, 15. 
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shoot for something higher than happiness. We have a chance to take advantage of 
everyday occasions to build virtue in ourselves and be of service to the world.”3 The 
majority of airmen who join the Air Force do so because at some level there is a strong 
desire to provide meaningful service to others, whether to our nation or to others 
throughout the world who cannot help or defend themselves.  
If the C3 workshops were implemented across the Air Force, it could be a 
powerful tool to help airmen realize the potential for good in this world that resides in 
each and every one of them. A key method to turning away from suicidal thoughts is to 
take the focus off us and put it onto the needs of others. Not that we ignore very real 
problems, but that we do not allow these problems to consume us. The preponderance of 
our individual focus must be on how we can make a difference in the lives of others in 
our Air Force bases and in our communities. This shift in our focus is what will allow 
joy, hope, and a brighter future to come into view. Living focused predominately on 
one’s self is a dead end street. Again, Brooks addresses this issue well when he writes, 
“We don’t live for happiness, we live for holiness … all human beings seek to lead lives 
not just of pleasure, but of purpose, righteousness, and virtue.”4 This is the great strength 
and hope of the C3 workshops. It my vision that they can be an avenue through which the 
Chaplain Corps can help the Air Force not only address suicide concerns, but also other 
forms of violence and abuse as well.  
																																								 																				
	 3 Ibid., xv. 
 
 4 Ibid, 262. 
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 Again, one of the respondents to the C3 survey when asked who/what had the 
strongest influence on his character answered, “I became the man I’d want my daughter 
to marry.” Based on the survey, the overwhelming majority of respondents answered that 
they believe that their family of origin had the most profound impact in shaping their 
character. While we, as Air Force leaders, have little to say about family of origin, we can 
have a lot to do with continuing to shape and mold the character of airmen once they 
voluntarily join the Air Force family. We choose to live by a common set of core values 
that help define our character. All of us must resolve to make a conscience choice and 
relentlessly pursue ways we can strengthen our character and that of our fellow airmen, 
just like the airmen who said the most effective motivation for strengthening his character 
was to become the kind of man he would want his daughter to marry. As Brooks rightly 
points out, “Character is not innate or automatic. You have to build it with effort and 
artistry.”5 We can and must help cultivate and strengthen our character. “Everybody 
needs redemptive assistance from outside—from God, family, friends, ancestors, rules, 
traditions, institutions, and exemplars.”6 This my hope and dream for these C3 classes 
focused on character because if we “don’t develop a coherent character in this way, life 
will fall to pieces sooner or later.”7 
																																								 																				
 5 Ibid, 12. 
 
 6 Ibid, 264 
 
 7 Ibid. 
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  Brooks defines character as “a set of dispositions, desires, and habits that are 
slowly engraved during the struggle against your own weakness.”8 Furthermore, he 
outlines the following as the “traits of character: courage, creativity, honesty, fortitude, 
and loving kindness.”9 Anything and everything that we can do as a Chaplain Corps to 
help the Air Force promote these characteristics in our airmen will go a long way to 
helping reduce suicide numbers and other maltreatment behaviors against others. In the 
C3 survey, the respondents agreed by an overall average of 4.6 out of five, with five 
indicating “strongly agree,” that a strengthening of character would help them make 
better life choices and that it would also serve as a preserving force in their lives. When 
asked whether this C3 pilot presentation on character is valuable and would be helpful if 
it was presented in other locations across the Air Force, again the overwhelming response 
is in agreement. The overall response was 4.66, with five being the strongest agreement. 
  I believe the airmen who have attended the C3 workshops thus far see the 
potential for good that a renewed emphasis on character, not only by the Chaplain Corps 
but also by every leader in the Air Force, can have. This reality is because the airmen 
intrinsically know that “people with character have scope.”10 That is, a strong and noble 
character helps us to make better choices both in our professional and personal lives. And 
better choices not only broads our scope so that we can see a brighter future, but 
character also brings hope. Again, this fact is exactly what the Apostle Paul indicated in 
																																								 																				
 8 Ibid. 
 
 9 Ibid, 273. 
 
 10 Ibid, 264. 
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Romans 5:3-5 when he wrote, “suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; 
and character, hope. And hope does not put us to shame.” Our task, as Chaplain Corps 
members, is to help airmen see how the suffering and perseverance in their lives does not 
have to put us to shame or end in despair. Instead, chaplains must endeavor to both teach 
and exemplify how suffering and perseverance will lead to a strong and noble character 
in us. Such character will not only broaden our scope to see a brighter future, but it will 
lead to the hope that airmen, and all human beings, will be able to choose life again and 
again—no matter how challenging or difficult the temporary circumstances.
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APPENDIX A 
 
Character Counts Survey 
(Circle One) 
Gender: Male/Female 
Age: 17-19, 20-29, 30-39 
Ethnicity: White, Black or African American, Hispanic or Latino, American Indian and 
Alaska Native, Asian American, Native Hawaiian and other Pacific Islander;  
Other: __________________ 
Religion: Christian, Jewish, Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, Sikh, Eckankar, Baha’i, Wicca, 
Atheist, Other:____________________ 
Please list your AFSC/Career _______________________ 
Please list your duty status: Regular AF, Guard, Reserve 
Response Key: 
1= Strongly Disagree      2 = Disagree    3 = Neither Agree Nor Disagree    
4 = Agree     5 = Strongly Agree 
 
1. Having strong moral character is important to my over health and well-being.     
 1  2  3  4  5                    
2. Who/what had the most impact in shaping your character? Circle all that apply: 
Family of origin, pastor, coach, teacher, neighbor, friend, faith 
Other:______________________________________ 
3. Have you ever thought about committing suicide? Circle, Yes or No. 
If yes, what was the main thing that prevented you for carrying it out? 
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4. A renewed focus on making my character count will help me strengthen my ability to 
make positive choices throughout my Air Force career and beyond and also will help me 
avoid making negative choice including violence against myself or others.      
 1  2  3  4  5 
 
5. Things that promote and strengthen my personal character can serve as a preserving 
force in my life.           
 1  2  3  4  5 
6. This presentation on character is valuable and would be helpful if it was presented in 
other locations across the Air Force.          
1  2  3  4  5
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APPENDIX B1 
Air Force Active Duty and Air Force Total Suicides 
 
 
 
																																								 																				
 1 Air Force Medical Support Agency, “Air Force Active Duty and Air Force Total Force 
Suicides,” (24 Jun 2016).  
I n t e g r i t y  -  S e r v i c e  -  E x c e l l e n c e 1 
Metric  AF Active Duty and AF Total Force Suicides 
Objective Track suicides over time to identify trends 
Metric Owner: AFMSA/SG3/5OQ Metric POC: Lt Col David Linkh Last Updated On: 24 Jun 2016 
Metric Definition: Number of Suicides 
UNCLASSIFIED // FOUO 
 
Nu
m
be
r 
YTD Numbers 
          CY14      CY15      CY16    
AD AF Suicides through 24 Jun:               30         31       21   
Total Force Suicides through 24 Jun:           47         54       41 
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I n t e g r i t y  -  S e r v i c e  -  E x c e l l e n c e 2 
Metric  AF Active Duty and AF Total Force Suicides 
Objective Track suicides over time to identify trends 
Metric Owner: AFMSA/SG3/5OQ Metric POC: Lt Col David Linkh Last Updated On: 24 Jun 2016 
Metric Definition: Suicide Rate= Number of Suicides/End Strength x100,000 
UNCLASSIFIED // FOUO 
 
N
um
be
r 
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